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Nothing was notable about the southern end of Yansworth except for the old train station.
It existed quietly in its own ruins, left behind like the rest of the district. Its hanging beams and
metal remains could be heard creaking during hard winds. Commuters and local riffraff would
wander by and gaze into it, losing themselves in wonderings about what it used to look like, what
it used to sound like, and how many people had died there.
The crash happened fifteen years ago. One Thursday morning, the train tilted off the
tracks, snapping the iron rails and pulling out its own bolts as it tore through the station house
full of businessmen and schoolchildren, waiting for the 7:15 train to Rilleton. The train crashed
over the railing, and while the leading cars caused minimal destruction, the cars that followed
toppled onto the station’s elevated platform. At impact, glass from the station café windows
shattered onto the nearby benches. The people who weren’t immediately flattened by the train
fled down staircases or tried in vain to shield other commuters from the disaster. Some fell,
staring at their reddened kneecaps in shock as their bodies became part of the rubble and the fire.
Firefighters and ambulances sped in from neighboring towns, but the wreckage had already
become ruins. The air was thick with the smell of blood and metal shavings.
The wrecked train looked like a metal monster sending up smoke trails as it died. Its
back end lay on its side in dark puddles while the front cars remained upright underneath the
platform, as though the monster had saved those lucky few who took their seats in its head. But
the view through the hole in the front was dim, shadowed by the mash of broken bodies in dark
suits. Everyone who witnessed the crash could hear the hisses from the broken pipes and the
shifting of the rubble, but we stood there silently, gripping the iron fence, convinced that there
was nothing to do but watch and listen.
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As it happened the town had recently begun the construction of a new station which was
ten minutes closer to the heart of town. And so, it was decided that the community would cut
costs by paying to have only the bodies removed from the wreckage. The ruins themselves would
remain. “A fortunate aspect to an unfortunate situation,” the Mayor announced the next day,
shaking a closed fist and looking into the camera with stern eyes during a local press conference.
Soon the wrecked station became a tourist attraction, something to take photos of while you
waited for a cab.
At times you could hear a distant piece of metal slide against another or a bolt fall during
a windy orange dawn, but otherwise the station was largely ignored. Still, there were rumors kept
alive by the conspiracy-minded barflies who claimed that a Russian spy had been on the train or
that local teens had torn apart a piece of the railing, causing the accident. No one paid these
stories any mind. The local bartenders would roll their eyes and open more bottles until the tall
tales petered out. But recently, on a cool late spring morning, one of the barflies had a new story.
He said that someone had seen a man, an unearthly figure, shrouded by a bluish haze of smoke,
walking into the hole at the front of the train, dragging with him the body of a woman, her wrists
tied together by a line of rope.
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Hello?
Lean in closer. Can you hear me?
Good.
Stay there. I have something to show you.
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|I|
Men of brass and iron march down the streets of Rünaveir. They knock on doors and
stare through windows. Between guarded gates, the people of the bailey hide inside abandoned
farmhouses and darkened corners. If you’re bold, you can peer out the window into the daylight;
there you might see a stray body, a bored soldier, or a campfire’s trail of smoke smothered
quickly by distant, stomping feet.
Shining with reflected light, these men are stronger than any that Rünaveir has to offer.
While the infantry storms the kingdom, Rünaveir’s saviors hide in their training dorms within the
noble lands or lay dead, stacked in piles on empty streets. What could be done with shreds of
leather and rock?
The King sits in his castle, tapping his fingertips on the wooden trim of his throne, his
cheek in his hand as he stares hollowly into the eyes of his second born. She stands with her chin
down, her brown eyes dry as they strain to maintain eye-contact. She is tugging on her fingertips
but is careful not to tap her feet or turn her hips. You must be strong in front of the King.
Weakness is a sign of poverty. He waves his hand at the orderly and she is removed.

The plague crawls on its belly down the bridge, climbing over banisters and twisting into
the stone walkways. The sun descends, casting a warm orange shroud over the kingdom and the
people, lying prone in positions of surrender, raise their heads to look upward. A soldier sees his
prisoners leave their position and shoves his foot between his closest captive’s shoulder blades.
He pricks the back of their neck with the tip of his rapier. A sick gritting sound of his teeth
sliding against each other as he snarls out threats. He warns the citizens of his brutality as his
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rapier inserts itself into the shallow back of his victim’s throat. He begins to smile but his joy is
shaken when the ink grabs ahold of his ankles.
The ink scales its way along his calves and around his waist and the soldier feels his eyes
dry and his tongue lie dead behind his teeth. His muscles stretch and strain to hold his weight as
the ink takes over his bloodstream. Black blood swims in thinning arteries towards a rotten
heart. When he attempts to regain his composure, he is knocked down onto his knees. His teeth
loose, his breath red, the soldier is forced to lie on the ground next to his prisoner, who has
already been consumed by the ink.
Their occupation was futile. While some find the strength to run away, most of their
infantry is left in the ruins of the Dunes. A horrible plague seeps through the sandstone streets of
the lower bailey, and those who survive swear their loyalty to its power.
******
Adelpha idly thumbed the paper, letting its coarse surface smoothen her callus as she
scanned the lines. Pressing her lips together, she wondered who this was written for, and why it
was here, in the Dunes, where literacy was almost as rare as wealth. Had it flown into the
barroom unnoticed? How had the parchment made its way to the lower bailey in the first place?
Adelpha folded the page until it could fit inside her apron pocket and resumed sweeping the
floor. She made a mental note to keep the page until she could find someone who can read it to
her.
“Hey Addie,” a voice called from behind the kitchen’s half door.
“Hi Dimo.” She listened to his footsteps as he rounded the counter. “Shouldn’t you be
asleep?”
5

Dimosthenis perched his elbow on the edge of the counter and watched the broom as it
collected leaves and dust into a small mound. “Couldn’t sleep.” He shrugged, but Adelpha
noticed his expression had quickly returned to one of worry. She looked back down to her
broom, as though she hadn’t noticed.
“Want some milk? We can spare a mug.”
“No, I—well… Actually, yes, please.”
She nodded towards the kitchen window. “Go get the bottle and pour a cup.”
He turned and walked back there. Adelpha watched the top of his head as he prepared his
drink. After a quick assessment of the tavern—and believing that the floor was clean enough—
Adelpha pushed open the door and swept the mound into the street. She then lowered the metal
bar into place and jiggled the door to make sure it was locked before joining her brother in the
kitchen.
Adelpha passed through the half door and gingerly took the filled mug from
Dimosthenis’ hand then poured it into a small ceramic cauldron. She hung the pot by its metal
hanger on the iron stand and kicked the red embers to rekindle the fire. Brushing her hands on
her apron, Adelpha turned to Dimosthenis. A small flame began to crawl out from the middle of
the stack.
“Shouldn’t be long now. I can bring the mug out to you if you want.”
“Oh. No, that’s okay. I can wait with you.”
“Okay…” she said, then paused as she noticed him avoiding her eyes. “Do you want to
tell me why you can’t sleep?”
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“Not really.”
“But you’re going to anyway?”
“I didn’t plan on it.”
“But you’re going to anyway.” He glared at her and chewed on his lower lip. She didn’t
acknowledge it. “Come on. Out with it.”
“I don’t want to.”
“Dimo…”
“I…you…” He paused and looked to the cauldron as it began to glow. “Do you wanna
have a cup too?” Adelpha looked at the pot and then back to the counter. The bottle was near
empty and she knew they couldn’t afford to waste any more of it. But when she turned back to
her brother, she noticed him rubbing his wrist like he did when he was nervous. It was clear he
needed the opportunity for this to feel more casual than it was. Adelpha clicked her tongue and
shrugged as though she were putting no thought into it.
“No, but I’ll have a bit of ale,” she said. She felt him watching her as she made her way
into the closet. “It helps me fall asleep, sometimes.” She took a cup off the shelf that she had
watched her father sipping from earlier and took a swallow. Adelpha disliked their brand of ale,
finding it to have a bitter-sour taste—breaking the laws, in her mind, of food and drink—but she
noticed Dimosthenis relax his shoulders a bit when she drank it. She smiled at him, and he
shifted his gaze back to the fire.
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Adelpha set her cup and Dimosthenis’ mug down on the bar and pulled herself onto the
counter chair. She was smoothing out her apron while Dimosthenis prepared to hike himself up
to sit. “Careful with the milk,” she said, watching him settle onto the chair. “It’s hot.”
“I know.”
“You could burn your tongue.”
“I know.” He looked down to the table and tapped his fingers on the wood. Steam was
floating atop the rim of his mug and in the lamp light’s glow, the small white bubbles of vapor
shifted into the soft, flickering sunset orange of the flame’s tip.
Adelpha took another sip of ale and sighed. “Not too bad a day today, was it? Not enough
people for it to get too busy, but enough regulars to have conversation, and they left the place in
one piece.”
Dimosthenis blew softly on his milk to cool it. The steam rolled from the rim of his mug
onto Adelpha’s fingers, which were wrapped around her now empty cup. When he took a
cautious sip, Adelpha recognized that he was feeling calmer.
“Timbo came in today,” she continued, “and he was going on and on about his cattle up
north. Did you know Snout has a crush on Mr. Peeps?” Dimosthenis shook his head. “Apparently
Mrs. Snout isn’t too happy about it. The cows are calling Mr. Peeps a homewrecker. I don’t
know about the class system in cow-ciety, but apparently it’s causing beef.”
Dimosthenis couldn’t stop himself from showing a half-smile. But when he hastily
brought his mug to his face to hide it, Adelpha frowned.
“So, what’s got you up this late, Dimo?”
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He hesitated, tapping his fingers on the edge of his mug. “Nothing.”
Adelpha slapped her hand on the table and leaned backwards, sighing. “Then I’m going
to bed.”
Dimosthenis slid his mug from one hand to the other on the tabletop. Adelpha shook her
head and began to rise out of her chair when she heard him mumble, “It’s your birthday in three
days.” She turned to Dimosthenis and was taken aback when she found him staring directly back
at her.
“Yes,” she returned, and lowered herself back into her chair, looking into her empty cup.
“Three days.”
“You’ll be twenty-one.” He lowered his eyes and stopped the mug in one tight hand.
“That’s the age, right?” Adelpha drew her cup to her lips and pretended to take a sip. “I thought
so,” he said, in a near-whisper.
She reached out and laid her hand on his. “I’m sorry.”
“Are you scared?”
“No.”
“Really?”
Adelpha let out a long exhale, slumping her shoulders. “I don’t know. I don’t think I am.
It’s kind of inevitable, right? You can’t be scared of something you can’t stop.” She tried to
smile.
Dimosthenis looked down to his mug, and under her hand he was tapping his fingers on
the table again. “I’m scared. What if you die? What if it’s like Mel?”
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“You shouldn’t think about that, Dimo.”
Dimosthenis took his hand from under hers and hunched over. Adelpha started to defend
herself, but by the look on his face, she knew that that answer wasn’t going to make him feel any
better. “Listen, Dimo.” She looked down to the table and lightly rapped the wood with her
knuckles. “We haven’t even talked about if I live and get one of those amazing powers. I could
become super strong with fists of steel. Or maybe get eyes that can see as far as the Fieldlands?
For Gods’ sake, I could get hands as big as your head. I could pick up customers and toss them
right out the door!”
“But what if you don’t?”
“Dimo, I’m happy,” she said softly. “I’ve lived exactly how I wanted to with exactly who
I wanted around me. I don’t really know if there’s any other way to explain it to you. I love you
all so much, and I don’t want to leave, but in case I do, I’m not going to waste the time I have
left in unnecessary worry. Do you understand?”
“You want to die?”
“No, I don’t. But I don’t want to make myself sick about it either. Mama and Papa and
Sissy and Ollie…Bion, Doxi, and you—you’re all so amazing. The only thing I could see myself
wanting is more time with you. I don’t know, Dimo. I feel blessed already. If this was the gift the
Gods gave me in exchange for a short life, I think it’s worth it.”
Dimosthenis’ lips flickered as a tear ran down the side of his nose. He kept his head
down, facing the table. “But what if it hurts?”
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Adelpha stood up from her chair and walked beside him. Putting her arms around her
brother, she leaned him into her embrace. “It’s okay. I can handle it. You know that.” She held
him tighter. Looking down at the table, unsure of what to do or say next, she noticed the mug in
front of him. He had never really taken a sip.
“I don’t want you to go,” he said.

Adelpha waited until he was asleep before closing the door to Dimosthenis’ bedroom.
The house was quiet besides the pops and flickers of the fireplace and the low hum of her father
and Bion snoring on opposite ends of the hallway. She stepped lightly, not wanting to make the
floorboards creak, until she reached her room and closed the door quietly behind her. She
grabbed a match from her apron and lit a small candelabra until the darkness around her softened
so she could see. Adelpha figured it was halfway into the night by now. Looking up, she noticed
in her tall, oval mirror how dark the skin under her eyes was.
She untied her apron and slipped it over her head. She watched herself in her reflection as
she folded it and draped it over the edge of her chair. When she let her hair out of its bun, it fell
heavily onto her shoulders and draped halfway down her back. She ran her fingers through it to
loosen any knots and when she looked down at her fingertips they shone with oil in the
candlelight. Wiping them on her side, she caught sight of her forearms in the mirror. She traced
her scars delicately, as they ran down from under her short sleeves to her wrists along the line of
the longer vein. The skin was a bit raised, shining a pale pinkish hue that stood rather noticeably
amongst her olive complexion. ‘Birthmarks, be them rather unusual,’ her mother had explained.
Adelpha used to hide them with different powders and lotions when she was little. It never
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worked, and she felt no need in hiding them now. They didn’t embarrass her anymore. She
wondered why they ever did when she almost never noticed herself as being different. But still,
sometimes when she was alone, she couldn’t help but stare at them.
******
Adelpha woke before Dawn. The dark morning surprised her, unaccustomed to waking
up early, and she spent a good amount of time captivated by what was left of the night’s lights.
She felt the cool winds from the cracked window brush her cheeks and her nose with its rosy
chill, and the feeling and the beauty of the pristine sky made her a hollow smile. How had she
missed this picture all this time? A gloom bore a hole in her chest, and with the sudden desire to
not be alone, Adelpha shot out of bed, dressed herself in her simple attire, and hurried her way
downstairs. In the kitchen was her father, who towered at six feet tall but hunched over at five
foot eight, pouring boiling water into a small mug.
“Good morning,” Adelpha chirped, getting a mug of her own off the rack. Her father
returned the greeting with an offhanded wave, keeping his eyes on the counter. She placed her
mug down next to his and from an open jar she spooned grounded coffee beans into her cup. Her
father filled her mug with hot water and she took it with both hands to let the heat warm her
fingers and wake her up.
“Cold, today,” he grunted. She hummed in agreement. “I need you to go to the Fieldlands
and pick up the stock.”
“Mm? Now?”
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“Yes.” He nodded towards the bar behind the window. “Your list is under the box and
there’s a bag under the counter to pay Linus.” He put a piece of greased bread in front of her.
“Eat and tell me when you’re leaving.”
“Okay.” Adelpha took the bread between her teeth as she walked to the bar. The tavern
was always cold and empty in the mornings, even during the warmer months. Her father would
unlock the door before sunrise, light a few lanterns, and let in the patrons who could afford the
hour before their labor to eat with company. They were always gone before she woke, but today
her early rising allowed her to witness the morning customers. They sat at the end of the bar,
away from the cashbox, sipping on their black coffees or watered wines, eating bowls of wetted
oats. Adelpha nodded to them as she went to sit on the other end and while their eyes followed
her, they did not return to the gesture. She sat herself at the bar, dunking her bread into her coffee
before taking her bites, just as she preferred.
“Hey, Attikos, can I have some milk here?” called one of the patrons.
“Milk, Niko? Did you find diamonds in your labor?” jested the man beside him.
“It’s only two copper pieces.” Adelpha watched as Niko held his mug out to her father,
who poured what was left of the jug from last night. “It’s a special day. You remember the talks I
had with that man from the higher bailey? He is offering quite a sum for my daughter.”
“For his pleasure or his son’s?”
“His son’s. He’s quite the boy, too. Strong, can wrestle a leash on an ostrich with one
hand, he says. He can read, too.” At this, Adelpha raised her head and made a mental note to
show the man the paper in her apron pocket the next time she saw him.
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“Ah, a literate one. That’s quite a catch.” The man took a hearty sip from his wine.
“What’s the price?”
“Oh, the price, my dear friend…” Niko chuckled into his mug and put a hand on the
man’s shoulder. “Fifty gold and seventy-five silver. Plus, a strong bred camel and enough oats to
feed it for the year.” His beaming smile shined through the shadow of his raised drink.
“Seems like we’re in for a good sum.” Adelpha turned to find her father craning his head
beside her ear. He smiled and straightened himself out, drawing from his mug.
“He’s getting a really good deal,” she said.
“Dunie kids are hardworkers. I’m surprised he wasn’t promised more.”
“That’s true.” Adelpha watched the two men as they laughed at something someone had
said. “A little bit of luxury will be nice for a laborer.”
“I agree.” As Adelpha ate the last of her bread and poured back the rest of her coffee, her
father crouched to pick up the coin bag. He put it on the counter next to her. “Why are you up so
early, anyhow?”
Adelpha looked down to her empty cup and tapped it gently. Her cardigan covered her
arms but at the wrist she could see her scar in the glow of a dimly lit lantern. “Just happened to
wake up earlier than usual.” She shrugged. She felt her father’s hand grip her shoulder and
squeeze it softly.
“Okay. I need you to get going then. Pick up the list and get back before noon.” He
paused and wiped his hands on his apron, turning his head away from her and toward the merry
men. “And be safe about it.”
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Adelpha nodded and as her father walked to the patrons to settle their tabs, she pulled the
small parchment from underneath the wooden box. She sent him a smile before she left and she
could hear someone walking down the staircase as she opened the backdoor.

His hooves crunched in the sand as the wind swept against his mane and shifted the dust
underfoot. How he found his footing so easily amazed her still as she scratched the tuft of hair on
his head. His twisted horns were filed into sharp points—her father having believed that this
would help him, should he manage to run off into the desert alone—and they moved up and
down with his steps as they made their way. When she figured it was safe, Adelpha tightened her
feet against the addax’s sides, keeping her grip firm on the leather reins. Her coins jingled in one
of the saddlebags with the pace of his gallops.
There was a rough break in the stone fencing that allowed Adelpha to ride into Fieldlands
with little issue. Linus had taken a hammer to the border years ago, figuring it easier to make
trades with people from foreign lands if they didn’t have to pass by the guards, regardless of how
incompetent he believed them to be. Adelpha learned of the Derian kingdom through their aged
supplier, discovering early that if she asked him a question, Linus was well prepared to answer it
until sundown. To Linus, Derian had become complacent in its wealth, said to be one of the
oldest nations and allied with every civilization in a week’s travel’s radius. The guards were for
show, he would rant, and the hierarchy was packed with old money and false actors. Linus would
prefer to protect his own land, and everyone else their own, and sell to more outsiders, who he
believed were more interesting and formed better loyalties than inlanders.
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Linus only looked up from his crops when she had fully stopped the antelope in front of
him and he leaned on his hoe as she greeted him and read him the stock list. He called to his sons
in his native dialect, which relied more on guttural sounds than the Rünaveirian, and Adelpha
grinned as they waved and ran into the barn to gather her items. As they moved the wares into
the saddlebags—separating the packed meats and dairy bottles from the produce, as her father
had instructed them to years ago—Linus finished counting out his payment from her coin bag.
Her family always put extra money into the bag, understanding that Linus changed his prices
based on complications with his herd or foul weather, but today he handed the bag back to her
nearly half full. When her inventory was securely packed, Linus shooed away his boys and
helped her settle back onto her antelope. Before Adelpha left, Linus gave her a parcel of new lyre
strings and a wooden flute, asking her to tell her little sister that if she preferred the flute, he
could make her one made of bone. Adelpha thanked him and he cleared his throat and surprised
her when he stuck out his hand for her to shake. As they shook, Linus stared directly into her
eyes and nodded. She nodded back with an awkward smile and noticed that he was watching her
as she turned to ride away.
The antelope pawed the sand as he waited for her to shift the reins, but Adelpha was
frozen, her fists tight around the leather fetter, staring at the bloody spill. A splash of dark red at
its center growing lighter as it crawled away from itself. The wind or a hoof or the rushed crawl
of a desert kingsnake had spread the saturated sand westward, an hour away in the opposite
direction of Rünaveir’s sandstone walls and iron gate. There were no footprints and no
indentations and that made it seem as though the mark was old and resurfaced, but the potency of
its color made it clear to Adelpha that it was fresh. She wondered if she dug into its darker center
how deep the blood had sunk into the sand. Does blood have any relevance to the man once he’s
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bled it? Does he care at all for the blood he left here? Was it worth it to run? Adelpha felt the hair
on her nape rise and she rubbed the back of her neck to warm it. If she looked around, she might
be able to find him. If she looked around, could she do anything about it? Adelpha let her hands
drop to her thighs, shifting the reins only slightly, but the addax, hungry and parched, happily
took the suggestion to continue their way back home.
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|II|
Adelpha guided the antelope slowly through the gate and stopped him at the hitching
post. As Bion opened the backdoor she could hear the roar of the tavern.
“Addie, come around and work the counter. Your siblings will take care of the goods,”
her mother called from inside. Adelpha nodded to herself as she tied the antelope to the rail and
brushed the fur on his nose to thank him. As Bion walked by, she noticed how his body swung
roughly due to the uneven gait of his awkward walk, but Bion still made his way to the fence
gate with his usual, neurotic haste.
“Did you get everything?” he asked, securing the chain lock.
“Everything and a flute for Sissy.” From the smaller, frontward saddlebag she took her
parcel in one hand and brandished the instrument in the other, smiling as she showed it off. Bion
glanced at it and having nodded, unamused, turned back to check that the door was properly
secured. Adelpha tucked the flute and the package of strings under her arm. “Make sure he has
water and the trough is full before you bring the stock in.”
“Okay.” He turned and craned his head to check the knot of the manger tie. Adelpha
looked toward the sky, no stranger to his impulse to double and triple check everything she did,
but it annoyed her all the same. “You were gone for a long time. It should have only taken you
until the start of the afternoon. It’s now early evening.”
Adelpha shrugged. “I took the leisure route, I guess.”
“The leisure route is murder to efficiency, Addie.”
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“If I could go back to this morning I would remind myself of that, Bion.” He shook his
head and cracked his knuckles. Adelpha flinched with each burst. He knew the sound aggravated
her, but he insisted that it released the tension in his fingers and allowed for easier, faster work to
be done. She sighed. Despite being second to her in the birth order, Bion acted as though he was
the man of the household and his abnormally tall stature didn’t help. He was a thinner, stricter
version of their father. She had trouble recalling a time where he was aware of a mistake she had
made and didn’t point it out. “I’m going inside now,” she said, waving to him a passive goodbye.
“Good luck in there,” he called out to her as he tested the rope’s knot, “It’s packed.”
“Oh, fantastic,” she said, opening the backdoor.

From the wind and the force of her elbow the ledged door swept open and the chatter of
drunken patrons and the clink of silverware filled the tavern and her ears with the clamor of the
five o’clock rush. Barflies laughed with each other on their tall chairs and slammed their flat
palms down on the counterspace while the smell of their whiskey and wines rose in the air and
shined in the fluorescence of the hanging candelabrum. Women and children sat at the backend
of the tavern eating simple meals of bread and salted meats or imported grains and spiced beans
as the men shared stories and cheered, tapping together their cups. The dark wood walls isolated
the light that spilled through the windows, allowing only for them to cast thin yellow shadows
over the flooring beneath them, leaving the rest of the room to the mercy of small lit lanterns and
the dull glow of tallow candles.
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Her mother was standing in front of the cashbox dropping coins from one hand to the
other when Adelpha walked behind the counter. Adelpha greeted her quickly as she crouched
behind the bar to store her items.
“I need you to watch the counter and serve. Lysis is learning the kitchen with your father
and Dimosthenis and Olympiodoros is still too new to pick up his pace as a server. Ask Bion if
you two need more help.” She dropped the silver in the coinbox and returned to the patron three
copper, which he took with a nod before leaving. Adelpha pushed down on her thighs as she
stood up straight.
“Yes ma’am,” she returned.
“And I need an ale for Leo and his wife, wine for the tailor’s family seated at one of the
back tables, and mixed drinks for the laborers at the end of the bar.” She gestured to the loud
group of men across the room and Adelpha noticed that their clothes were not reflective of the
luxury necessary to afford combined liquors. “I also need you to let Olympiodoros field most of
the orders but check up with the patrons every once and a while to make sure he is doing well. I
need to count the coinbox because Bion said he saw Lysis taking payments so we have to
doublecheck if there’s the proper amount and there are a lot of dishes that are about to be pushed
through the window soon with very little time in between orders so make sure that Bion is here
to help get it out. Do you understand, Adelpha? Are you listening?”
“Yes ma’am.”
“Good. I brought your apron down from your room. It’s in the pantry on the spare
chairs.” Her mother leaned her palms against the counter and let out a heavy breath. Her long,
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dark hair fell over her shoulders and the muscles in her biceps flexed as they held her weight.
“My feet are sore. I’ll have to rest before supper,” she grumbled.
“Do you want to sit down?”
“Yes, please.” Adelpha walked hastily into the pantry to take a chair from one of its
darkened corners, grabbing her apron on her way back. She brought it back behind the bar and
slid it behind her mother, who sat down with a grateful sigh. She nodded a thank you and
Adelpha gave her a small smile back, putting the apron on over her shoulders and tying it tightly
around her back.
“How was Linus?” her mother asked.
Adelpha began to prepare two mugs. “He was fine. He finished the flute for Sissy and
sent me off with some new strings. It’s under the counter for her if she wants to study it during a
break.”
“Wonderful.” Her mother lifted her feet off the floor and turned them in slow circles.
“And the ride? Was it…eventful?” she said, taking special care to emphasize the pause.
“No Mama. Nothing happened.” Adelpha smiled to her again and poured the ale. She
glanced at her mother briefly to scan her expression, which seemed unsuspicious. She allowed
herself a relaxed breath.
“Your father was wrong to make you go.” Her mother crossed her arms. “You shouldn’t
be testing them.”
“I understand, Mama.”
“It’s only common sense, Adelpha.”
21

“Yes, Mama.”
“He is pretending like nothing is happening. It is ridiculous. Refusing to look at reality
does not make it go away.” Her mother looked to her and Adelpha nodded once in response, her
eyes on the drinks as she moved them onto a serving tray. “What are you thinking?”
“Hm?”
“About the injection.”
“Uh, nothing really.”
“Nothing, Adelpha?” Her mother paused, and in that time Adelpha became determined to
stare at the tray quietly until she could excuse herself without contest. Her mother must have
noticed her discomfort because she waved her off to serve, and Adelpha walked away gratefully.
At their small table Adelpha slid Leo and his wife their mugs and took their empty cups
on her tray. Walking around the room, patrons called to her asking for simple drinks of beer and
wine and she called back to accept them, picking up stray dishes from random tables as she
moved back to the bar in a zigzag to make a clean sweep of the place. Once she had put down
her tray of dirty cups and plates at the end of the serving window ledge, she took a jug of the
house red from behind the counter and placed it on top of the bar. The tailor often brought his
three kids and his wife, his older sons having left a few years ago for their injections, so she
placed five glasses with the jug on a new tray. They had stated a month after their first son had
departed that he was doing well, but now they often kept their conversations terse should their
second-born ever be mentioned. Adelpha figured that they would not want her to serve them, to
remind them, but her mother had given her the task and she would complete it. She hitched the
tray over her shoulder and walked away from the bar, maneuvering herself between the groups of
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townsmen who crowded small, chair-less tables, keeping the tray level with the force of her
cheek.
Adelpha noticed herself stalling as she walked toward the tailor’s family. The tray was in
no way light on her shoulder, but her steps were shorter and slower than her usual pace. She
would have preferred to ask to Olympiodoros to serve the tailor, but by the aggrieved
expressions of some of the patrons, who were disappointedly looking down at their meals and
their drink, she understood why her mother had given her supervision over the heavier bills. The
tailor was no exception. Him and his family were certainly regulars—although it was few and far
between who wasn’t a regular in their small town—and they would, on occasion, order the more
expensive wines and meals, so Adelpha understood that the hurry to get them their order was, in
part, necessary. Still, her body refused to find their table with any sense of urgency.
When Adelpha arrived at their table, the family gave no indication that they were aware
of her presence. “Wine?” she asked, stealing their attention, and recoiled slightly at their darting
glances. At the wife’s subtle nod, Adelpha set the tray down on the table’s edge and administered
the glasses and their jug. She made haste as she poured the wine and tried not to look into any of
their eyes, but still she noticed from the language of their bodies and the mood of the table that
they were taking special care to avoid looking at her as well. Another table requested a whiskey
and she turned her head quickly, taking the order as an excuse to move quickly back through the
crowd. Pausing at the other table, she took out a small piece of parchment from the side pocket
of her apron and tallied the bill for the gentleman’s whiskey and his son’s request for broth. A
group of men then called and she quickly made her way to their huddle, squeezing herself
between the men to take account of their table. Adelpha took account of their previous orders by
honor of their word—reminding herself with a mark on the parchment to check its validity with
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her mother—and added to the bill another round of ale. She put the two receipts—the former she
had crumpled in her hurry—and shoved them in her apron pocket. The back of her hand brushed
by the parchment from last night and it reminded her to keep her eyes open for a literate patron.
She nodded toward the men and continued her way back.
Olympiodoros stepped in front of her just as she neared the bar. Upset to be kept still
during the rush, Adelpha did not hide her vexed expression when she looked down to his eyes,
but empathy washed away her frustration as she discovered the panic on his face.
“Are you okay, Ollie?”
“Addie you have to help me I think I messed up the receipts.”
“Ollie, Mama is counting the coinbox right now. I’m sure she’ll find the errors in your
receipts and fix them.”
“But she’s going to get mad at me. All of them are wrong.” His green eyes shined in the
light of the candelabrum overhead and Adelpha shook her head and sighed.
“Let me go and I’ll talk to her.” She shifted the tray to reestablish her grip. “I’m sure that
it’s not that bad.” Solemnly, Olympiodoros stepped aside. And while Adelpha noticed his mouth
open to say something else, she swiftly took the opportunity to head back to the bar, leaving him
in the sea of the tipsy tavern’s merriment.

“We shoulda only had some bread and butter besides the wine. It’s a coin-pincher of a
day for us,” a patron said, leaning over the bar to look at the receipt in her mother’s hand.
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“I know, Herac, but the tally marks show that you had two extra ales. Did you not settle
your tab yesterday?”
“I paid for my food and drink last night with the girl.” The patron turned to Adelpha and
pointed to her. “Ah, see? Tell her, girl.”
Adelpha sat her tray on the bar and took a second to think. “Yes, yes you did. A whiskey
and a bit of bread, last night just after sundown.” She turned to her mother. “He paid off his tab
with me.”
Her mother shook her head in her hand and straightened the small sheet out on the
counter. Looking over her shoulder, Adelpha noticed the organization of Olympiodoros’
scribbling was far from clear and she nodded to herself, understanding how her mother was
confused.
“Olympiodoros, come here.”
Adelpha looked up and noticed the fear in Olympiodoros’ shaky composure. “Mama I
think I can figure out the bill if you’d—”
“Adelpha, please.” Her mother’s stern expression quieted Adelpha, who watched
Olympiodoros shuffle toward the bar helplessly.
“Yes, Mama?” His voice cracked and the patron scoffed.
“Tell me what this man here ordered tonight.” Her mother held the receipt to her chest,
forcing Olympiodoros to recite the man’s bill by memory. Adelpha watched as Olympiodoros
stammered, shifting his balance from one foot to the other, unsure of what to say. When he
looked to her for help, she gave him a pitying half-smile and shrugged her shoulders. Her little
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brother never had the gift of memory that the rest of them had manifested so early in their lives.
When you can’t read or write, the ability to remember became indispensable, especially as
servers. “Ollie, look at me. What do you think this man ordered?”
“Um, I-I think,” he glanced at the customer for a brief second, who did not seem to be
enjoying this anymore than their mother, “bread, jam, butter…” He paused and wrung his hands,
looking back at the customer for a hint that would not be given. “…cheese, wine and a single
ale?”
The customer shook his head. “No no no. We had no jam, no cheese, and no ale. I can
swear on the Gods—no, the king! —that we only had bread, butter, and wine. The boy is
wrong.”
“Olympiodoros, does that sound true?” their mother said. Olympiodoros glanced to
Adelpha, his eyes wide and begging for guidance, to which she gave a small nod.
“Yes, Mama. That sounds correct.”
“Okay. Watch as I correct the receipt and charge the gentleman.” Olympiodoros stepped
past Adelpha and looked over his mother’s shoulder. As she branded the parchment with the
right tallies, the patron scratched his beard and leaned forward to watch.
“Do you think this trouble is means for a discount, Demetria?”
“Careful, Herac,” she said, reaching her hand out for payment.

The men at the end of the bar had begun to settle down as the night draped over the day
and she observed them with interest. She had noticed earlier in the evening while making them
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their drinks that in the center of their chatter was the man with the dowry from that morning.
From the expense of the liquors and his bold claim to pay for his party, Adelpha doubted the
laborer would keep his newfound wealth for more than two months.
The tavern began to calm in the latter half of the evening, providing Adelpha and Bion
time to rest behind the counter between their orders and watch Olympiodoros as he attempted to
work a full day’s shift. Alone at the bar, Adelpha was approached by her little sister Lysis, who
kicked her feet as she walked to Adelpha’s side, beaming.
“Addie!” she chirped, tugging at the edge of her sister’s apron. Lysis was short enough
that only her head, outlined by her long, strawberry blonde hair, peeked over the bar, and this
sight of her precious little sister never failed to cheer Adelpha’s spirits.
“Hi Sissy. What are you up to?”
“Mama said you have something for me?” Her hands were clasped patiently behind her
back and she excitedly swung forward and backward on the tips of her toes.
“Mm. Depends. Are you done working?”
“Yes.”
“You are not doing dishes?”
“No. Dimo said he’d do them with Papa.”
“Well then,” Adelpha cleaned her hands on her apron and lowered herself to pick up the
flute from the bar’s lower shelf, “I guess I do have something for you.” Adelpha smiled as she
held the instrument out to her sister and Lysis observed it with awe, reaching toward it with
trepidatious hands. Adelpha laughed. “You can take it. It has no teeth to bite you.”
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“I don’t want to get it dirty.”
“Are your hands clean?”
“Well, yes.”
“Then take it!” Adelpha laughed again. “Linus made it for you. I think he would be pretty
upset if you never even touched it.”
Lysis closed her mouth and grinned, gingerly taking the flute from Adelpha’s hands and
into her own. The wood was cleanly shaven and the holes carved out carefully, providing the
instrument its easy hold and delicate appearance, but Lysis still held it as though a splinter was
inevitably going to impale her small, fraught hands. She took the head of flute and put it between
her teeth and exhaled a soft, high pitched note. At the sound, Lysis held the instrument out in
front of her chest and stared at it, amazed.
“It’s perfect!” she gasped.
“It sounds very nice, Sissy.” Adelpha stood straighter as pride swelled within her chest.
The mouthpiece her little sister had been practicing on had only bolstered the girl’s excitement
for her first real instrument, and now she would be able to play her own music instead of sitting
in Adelpha’s room, listening to her lyre, kicking her feet with the melody. “Why don’t you go
upstairs and practice? I am sure Mama is excited to hear you play.”
Lysis nodded and hugged the flute to her chest, looking at Adelpha only in the small
intervals between her glances back to the instrument. “Next time you go, can you thank Linus for
me? And tell him that I’ll play it for him the next time he visits?”
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Adelpha gave her sister an uncertain smile. “Of course,” she said. As Lysis turned and
walked away, Adelpha decided she would tell Bion to relay her message to Linus, and while that
gave her a small bit of mental peace, when she turned back to the bar her arms fell onto the
countertop with sudden exhaustion. Under the counter, Adelpha nudged the parcel with the tip of
her foot to remind herself it was still there. She thought about restringing her lyre and polishing
its turtle shell soundbox and she began to smile. The instrument had been out of tune for a while
now, and her mother had made mention of how dim the house had been without her music. They
would often play together during nights when the tavern wasn’t busy or holidays when the
family assembled together for dinner, and Lysis and Dimosthenis in particular were always
excited to learn from her mother’s pan flute and her lyre. Lysis became enamored by her
mother’s instrument, and Dimosthenis was infatuated by her own, but when he pulled the strings
too hard and snapped a few off the bridge, they took a break from their small recitals. Adelpha
shook her head in her hand. In her mind she vowed that she would fix her lyre and try to play at
least one more time with the family before she left.
“Hey, girl.”
Adelpha turned her head. The man with the dowry, whose name she remembered to be
Niko, smiled at her while waving his mug in the air, unaware when it was spilling. His friends
had quieted down and taken their seats in a line before the bar and were looking at her as though
she had interrupted them.
“Yes, sir?” She pushed herself off the counter to stand up straight.
“How, uh, how old are you?” The man’s words were drawn out and slurred, his
constitution succumbing to his drink.
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“I’m twenty, sir.”
“Twenty…” He shook his head. “Twenty? You’re getting up there, huh.”
“Yes, sir. I am.”
“Well, getting up there for now.”
She didn’t answer that. She paused and smoothed out her apron.
“Sir, is there any way you would like me to assist you?”
“You got a boyfriend, sweetie?” His lips stretched out wider and his friends grinned in
suit. She grit her teeth for a moment, shook her hands out as though to free them, and feigned a
smile.
“No, sir, I don’t.”
“Ah, don’t have much time now do ya? You’d better hurry.” He chuckled into his drink.
“I do not intend to, sir.” From the corner of her vision, she noticed Bion walking toward
the bar from the other side of the tavern. She was slightly relieved at the prospect of having
someone else behind the counter as the drunkard pestered her.
“I would rethink that.” Niko smiled and turned his body to her, grabbing one of his
companion’s shoulders for leverage. “You get someone to knock ya up, you’d be pardoned.” He
lifted his drink as though to cheer. “It would be a shame to let waste another girl. How about you
just go and survive like a woman.”
“Sir, please.” Adelpha held her hands in fists below the counter, shaking. She could see
Bion approach the bar in her peripheral. “I’d rather this not be discussed.”

30

“Maybe you would if you had a man to unwind you; protect that body of yours.” Bion
walked behind the bar and looked through the serving window. Niko took no notice of him. “I’d
take care of you alright. I’m sure you’d make a suitable mistress.” He elongated his words and
his friends laughed with their lips drawn back, their teeth clamped together.
“Sir. I am asking you kindly to end this discussion.” She turned her head to Bion, who
didn’t appear to be listening, and then turned back to the counter below her nose.
The man sneered. “You don’t want to be branded as having a queer cunt, sweetie, or
you’ll never be saved. You might benefit from being more welcoming.”
As Adelpha squeezed her eyes shut and opened her mouth, a new voice showed itself.
“I hate to interrupt, sir, but would you please excuse yourself to the nearest brothel and
back to your mother?” Adelpha looked up from the counter and watched Eudoxia as she made
her way to the bar, her rusty red hair reflecting the candlelight. “And tell her I enjoyed our time
last night for me, will you?” She stuck her tongue out and tugged the skin under her eye with her
index finger. Adelpha grinned.
“You should know better than to speak that way to a man, bitch.” Niko began to stand
when Eudoxia held her hand up.
“I know better than to speak to you in general.” She turned to Adelpha. “Addie, is this
man worth your time?”
“Hardly.” Adelpha crossed her arms over her chest. Bion turned around and began to
watch her with a raised brow.
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“Then let’s step out of here.” Eudoxia began to turn around when she stopped to face the
man once more. “We’ll come back when the garbage is cleared.” He furrowed his brow and
mumbled a curse into his beard, to which she flashed a grin and walked away. Adelpha began to
follow when Bion grabbed her shoulder.
“Addie.” She stopped and turned to him. “What are you doing? The night isn’t over.”
Adelpha glared at him.
“Take care of it yourself, Bion. I’m leaving.” She shrugged his hand off her shoulder and
rounded the counter, avoiding the eyes of the men at the bar as she made her way to the door.
“But your shift is not over.” His voice grew louder the further she walked. “Papa will not
approve of this.”
At this Adelpha stopped. She had one hand pressed against the door and the other balled
into a tight fist. She matched his tone and called back, “Tell him to bring it up with me in two
days,” and took off.
******
“There you are.” Eudoxia smiled, leaning against the side of the tavern. Her sly
expression always made Adelpha feel at ease.
“Hey Doxi.” Adelpha grinned back. “You arrived just in time.”
“Is there ever a bad time?” Eudoxia stood up straight and pushed her hair back behind her
shoulders, taking a second to look up to the night sky. She turned back to Adelpha. “Want to take
a walk?”
Adelpha nodded her head.
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“Okay then. Hurry up.” She walked slowly in the shadow of the bar’s awning until
Adelpha caught up with her.
The dark stone streets were consumed by shadow interrupted here and there by shining
townhouse windows or the flaming entryway gas lamps of stores open late. Some independent
contractors were also out, drawing half-circle spotlights on the sides of the thoroughfare.
Sandstone buildings lined the streets and were banded with red-gray lines of oxidized sediment.
But in the flamelight, beneath the darkness, the whole town seemed bright yellow. Adelpha
breathed deeply, her head turned towards the sky, looking at the faint white pebbled lights of the
heavenly beyond. After a moment, she returned her attention to her companion. “It’s nice to see
you, Doxi.”
“Good to see you too.” Eudoxia scanned the buildings as they walked. “It’s been a while,
hasn’t it?”
“A long while.”
“Yeah, yeah. Don’t bite my head off,” Eudoxia said, chuckling.
“Don’t bite my—where’d you learn that?”
“Oh. I don’t know. Somewhere.” Cicadas provided them a sense of walking isolation,
surrounding the girls with the white noise buzzing from palm tree branches and the leaves of
storefront potted plants.
Adelpha rounded her cheeks. “It looks like you don’t catalogue your travels as closely as
you used to.”
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“Not really. It’s kind of like…I know where I am if I recognize it, and I’m somewhere
new if I don’t. Where I am matters more than where I’ve been.”
“And the origin of your new dialect?”
“Is it that strange?” Eudoxia laughed. “It really has been a long time. I don’t notice
anything weird about me. Although…you do sound a little strange after listening to people from
other lands.”
“I bet I do. Speaking the emperor’s language, I am.” Adelpha pulled at her collar and
straightened her neck, pretending to act as a nobleman. Eudoxia playfully pushed Adelpha’s
shoulder.
“Disgusting. The moment I see another stuffed shirt Rünaveiran you won’t have time to
wave at me before I’m off again.” Eudoxia smiled at Adelpha but was met with silence. They
walked awkwardly through the quiet streets of the tiny town. Adelpha’s eyes were centered on
the darkness ahead of them. Eudoxia’s concentration wandered between illuminated windows
and shadowed alleyways, glancing back to her friend every so often for a change in her
expression.
“Why do you leave so often, Doxi?”
“What?”
Her voice was small and soft, “Why do you leave so often?”
“What do you mean? You know why.”
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“No, I knew why. Six years ago. When you left the first time.” Adelpha sighed. She
trained her eyes on her feet, keeping her walk in a straight line and an easy pace. “And I didn’t
understand it much then, either. Why risk your life like that? Why leave?”
Eudoxia looked away from her, her eyes anxious and worried. Adelpha knew she had
made Eudoxia uncomfortable—she had always been the girl who would try to leave whenever
things got too tense—but Eudoxia was good at staying with her.
“You’re asking me that? What about you?”
“You’re deflecting, Doxi.”
“No, it’s a good question. Why are you risking your life by staying? How many days do
you have left? Two, right?”
“Doxi.”
“It’s the same thing! Why are you doing this? What if you don’t survive? What if you
do? You want to go to war?”
“Doxi, stop!” Adelpha stopped walking and took Eudoxia by the arm, shoving her toward
a dark alleyway. She gestured for Eudoxia to crouch down behind some wooden crates, then
leaned against the building, peering toward the street. She kept two fingers over her lips as she
watched a pair of soldiers, clad in leather armor, walking past them. Their blades glinted in the
light of a nearby lamp. When they left her sight, Adelpha took her friend’s hand and led her out
of the alley the back way, surveying the lighted boulevard before leading Eudoxia down a maze
of streets. Finally, she stopped at the shadowed veranda beside the bathhouse where the two of
them could sit in faint obscurity. Adelpha directed Eudoxia to sit turned away from the street so
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her face would be clothed in darkness. She took a second to catch her breath before taking a seat
beside her.
“Okay, we’re good here.”
Eudoxia leaned on her knees and exhaled. “I didn’t even see them.”
“We’re lucky I saw them. I don’t know what would have happened…”
“It’s okay. I would have figured it out.”
Adelpha sighed and let her shoulders drop. She didn’t understand Eudoxia’s brazen way
of holding herself, and she didn’t know if she admired it either. “When my father closes the
tavern, we can go back. The lights will be off, and the shed should be a safe place for you.”
“For a little while, yes.” Eudoxia took a long breath and gently closed her eyes. There
were almost no shops on this street. The bathhouse was located in a mostly residential area, but
the few gas lamps that flickered seemed to shine with dangerous clarity. Adelpha glanced up and
down the street for anyone who might be taking an interest in the two girls, but, for the most part,
this area of the Dunes housed early sleepers. Adelpha turned back to Eudoxia, who appeared to
still be in the midst of calming herself.
When she had settled, Eudoxia reached out and touched Adelpha’s hand. “Listen, I need
to talk to you about this. It’s important. I can’t just let it go and leave.”
“I don’t want to talk about it. I don’t even want to think about it.”
“You don’t want to think about it?” Eudoxia leaned forward and raised her voice to a
loud whisper—a risk that startled Adelpha. “Addie. What do you think? That it’ll just never
happen unless you acknowledge it? They’re sharpening their needles every day, waiting for
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another one of us to get to the age where they can take us and inject us and throw us away. They
know who you are. You’re on their list.”
“Doxi, please.”
“I’m sorry, but you need to face the facts. If you don’t leave or if you don’t magically get
impregnated in the time before they knock on your family’s door, you’re risking your life. Much
more so than I am.”
“Leaving is just as much of a risk.”
“Not if you do it right.” Adelpha looked away but Eudoxia continued. “When I left and I
got to Byronov, I was greeted with…respect. I had power there, as a foreigner and as a woman,
no less! I was able to talk like I do to men that were older than me. That could never happen
here. Not if you wanted to have a nice life and start a family. Just that guy in the tavern—if he
weren’t so intoxicated—could easily start a rumor and ruin a girl like me. And I only talked back
to him for a moment.”
“But that isn’t a problem for me—”
“But it is, Addie.” Eudoxia looked up at the blue cloth ceiling. “People can live like us in
foreign places. Happily, or at least unencumbered by moralistic judgement. Even we could have
a future in some of the places I’ve been.”
“Then why not stay in one of those places?”
“Because I had to come get you.”
“To do what with me?” Adelpha turned to her.
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“To have you come with me!” Eudoxia placed her hand on Adelpha’s. “I’ve learned so
much, seen so much, the world…it’s huge and it’s all out there.”
“Not for people like me.”
“What? Of course it is! You just need to get out there! And then stay out there, not like
your little supply runs.”
“They would kill me. I wouldn’t do it right.”
“If they caught you and if they killed you, you would die in a moment of freedom. And
with a chest full of fresh air.”
“I can get fresh air here.”
“Not like what I’ve gotten, Addie. There are different airs to breathe. And I had to tell
you about it before you stayed here for too long and before you could have the chance to leave.”
Adelpha felt the girl’s hand hold her’s tighter. “And I had to see you just in general. Just in
case.”
Adelpha shifted her shoulders and closed her eyes. She mumbled, “I have to go through
with it, Doxi. It is going to happen. There is no point in running away. Either way I might die,
but at least I have a real chance with the injection. I might survive it.”
“You might survive leaving, too, Addie.”
“I wouldn’t. I’m not like you.”
“So, you’d rather be like Mel?”
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Adelpha’s eyes jerked opened and she pulled her hand away from Eudoxia’s. “Doxi,” she
gasped.
Eudoxia looked startled for a moment before hanging her head. “I’m sorry.”
“Why would you say that?”
“I’m sorry. But Addie, you know what I’m talking about.” Eudoxia turned her head to
look out at the street. It was dangerous to point her face toward the light, but she risked it
anyway. “We begged her to leave, too. Eumelia was smart and funny and beautiful…and she
decided to trust fate over action. They took her away and even though she told us that it’ll all be
okay…when we got her clothes back, they were dirtied and caked in spoiled blood.” Eudoxia hid
her face in the shadow of the veranda. “Papa couldn’t even look at them. He threw them in the
fire and I never got to bury her.”
Eudoxia pressed her wrists against her eyes. “I can’t let you go through with this, too.”
Instinctively, Adelpha shifted her body toward her and held her against her side. She rubbed
Eudoxia’s back gently with her hand. Her head felt hot. “Please, please don’t go through with
this.”
“Doxi…”
“This can’t be it for you, hun. There’s got to be more.”
“There might not be, Doxi,” she said. “I’ve always known this was going to happen. I’m
not as scared as you.”
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“How?” Eudoxia pulled herself away from Adelpha’s embrace. “In two days, you might
die. You might never see me or your family or anyone ever again and they’ll never see you
again. That doesn’t scare you? Are you not concerned about that?”
“Well, no. I am concerned.” She paused and stretched out her legs. “But I’m not going to
risk their lives because I decided to run away from something we all agreed I would do. And for
what? To prolong something that might just be inevitable? That wouldn’t be fair to them.”
“They probably wouldn’t be killed, Addie. They’d still want Dimo and Ollie and Sissy.
The wealth of Rünaveir relies on human life.”
“But how would we know that?” Addie looked down to her hands, where she had been
nervously pulling at her fingers. “I have no reason to put them at risk. I’m not like you. I don’t
dream about living in other places and I loved Eumelia but all she showed me was how strong
you can be when you accept fate. In the end, she was confident that whatever happened was
right. And maybe it was.”
“You think it was right that Mel died?”
“Well, no. I miss her, I do, but part of me thinks that trusting the Gods is right. Whatever
we do is in accordance with Their law. I’m not going to protest what They decide for us.”
Eudoxia leaned forward and put her head in her hands. “Addie…please…think about it. I
only have until before dawn.”
“I am sorry, Doxi.” Adelpha put her hand on Eudoxia’s back. She reminded her of
Dimosthenis. “We just have to hope that living is in the cards for me.”
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Across the street a shopkeeper, chewing on the end of a polished wooden pipe, trundled
to his gas lamps. As he took a drag of his tobacco, he turned off his store lights and retired back
inside the building. In only minutes, his neighbors turned off their own lamps, giving little mind
to the figures sitting quietly on the nearby veranda. Adelpha put her hand on Eudoxia’s tense fist
and looked into her eyes, and for the first time she could see how tired her friend really was.
Under her lashes were semi-circles of dark purple exhaustion, where her outward exuberance and
confidence had been chipped, and Adelpha almost failed to believe that she was the one who had
done it. Eudoxia was her closest friend, she was more than a friend, and this state of disarray
made her more uncomfortable than their entire conversation. In her image of her, Eudoxia never
looked this weak. Not when her sister died and not when she had said goodbye to Adelpha, their
relationship, and Rünaveir six years earlier. But even then, Adelpha always thought Eudoxia had
an air of power. Especially compared to herself, who, in moments of loss, was always betrayed
by tears. In those moments of shared misery, it was always Eudoxia who turned her head up first
and took a breath.
But there was no power in this moment. Adelpha put her free hand on her heart and felt a
pain like a needle being pushed slowly into bone of her chest. She knew it wasn’t right, but she
kept help thinking that her death was a being used as a weapon, and she didn’t know whose hand
was on the trigger or who was aiming and what for, but as the darkness provided them a sense of
freedom in the abandon, Adelpha was able to swallow her thoughts and uncurl Eudoxia’s fingers
from her palm so she could take her hand and lead her, without a word, back down the hidden
sandstone streets.
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On the roof of the shed, as the antelope slept calmly beneath, Adelpha and Eudoxia
talked about everything that had happened in the year since they had seen each other last.
Adelpha sat with her back against the wooden shingles and her hands clasped together on her
abdomen, tapping her thumbs while Eudoxia’s foot danced up and down, her leg crossed over
the other, with her hands holding the back of her head.
“…And I’ve been to Seren, Kornif, Ereniskal…Derian, of course…Topanigol, Yeon,
Rill—”
“Wait, did you say Derian?”
Adelpha heard Eudoxia shuffle as she turned her head to her. “You’re surprised at
Derian? That’s the closest kingdom to Rünaveir. It’s nothing special.”
“No, I know. That’s where we get our stock. The Fieldlands.”
“You call those the Fieldlands?” Eudoxia turned back to the darkened sky. “Huh. They
call those the Pastures. Weird.”
“You’ve been there?”
“Yeah, I’ve walked around where I could.”
“Have you ever met a man named Linus?”
“Is he an old guy? Short white hair, beard, and a scar on his jawline? And sons? Three of
them?”
“Yes! He’s our stocker!”
“Oh! He’s so nice. He let me stay with them for a night for just a bit of housework.”
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“That sounds like Linus. Next time, tell him that Adelpha says hello.” Adelpha paused.
“And tell him that Lysis says thank you and that she would like to play music for him
sometime.”
Eudoxia’s foot stilled. Adelpha heard her breathe a quick breath and she knew her friend
meant to say something, but she cut off her original sentence before it could form.
“Yeah, I’ll let him know,” she said instead.
“Thank you.”
“Yeah.” Eudoxia focused on the night’s light directly above her and traced her eyes down
toward the horizon at an even tempo. She turned on her side and kissed Adelpha’s cheek. “I gotta
go, hun. I can’t be seen in the light. Word will spread too fast that I’m here.”
“Wait.” Adelpha hitched herself up on her elbows. “Stay.”
“Addie, I have to go. You know that.”
“But you can lie. We can just say you never left. My family will vouge for you.”
Eudoxia arched her brow. “Really? Bion?”
“We can block him off in his room. He won’t be a problem.” She sat herself upward.
“Please.”
“Addie, you know I can’t risk it.”
“Yes, you can. Just…try. You’re smarter than anyone who could try to find you.”
“Addie—”
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“You’re still twenty. They won’t care if we give you an alibi.” Adelpha paused. “Just for
another day. Then you can go. Please, Doxi.”
Adelpha watched as Eudoxia pressed her head gently against her shoulder and sighed.
“So, you are scared.”
“No. Well, maybe a little bit.” Adelpha waved her hand in dismissal. “That doesn’t
matter though. Just stay.”
“If you’re going to stay here and accept the plague, I need you to be braver for me.”
Eudoxia pressed her head deeper into Adelpha’s shoulder. “Otherwise, how will I be able to
leave you here?”
“Are you giving me a loophole? I don’t understand.”
“I need to know you’re letting this happen without regretting anything. You’re just young
enough that that’s possible. Otherwise, I’ll always be thinking about how I could have tried
harder to get you to leave. We’re only in our twentieth year…Gods, you don’t even know how to
read.”
“How to read…” Adelpha paused. Her eyes lit up. “Oh, wait! I have something I need
you to read for me.”
Adelpha took the parchment out of her pocket and handed it to her.
“Uh…” Adelpha took her hand out of her apron and frowned, patting her pockets flat
against her stomach to make sure that their contents were, in fact, empty. “Never mind. I must
have dropped it.”
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Eudoxia shook her head. “You should leave with me, Addie. We have enough time for
you to pack your things and say goodbye. Or a lot more time if you don’t want to say anything at
all.” She took the back of Adelpha’s head and moved her gently until their foreheads were
pressed together. “You don’t have to stay.”
“Doxi…”
“Please, Addie. Think of me as a sign from the Gods. Take my hand and we’ll go, and
you’ll live to see more of the world than these damned Dunes. I’ll teach you how to read and I’ll
show you how to ride a horse and I’ll make sure you recognize every day how the Gods never
intended for you to die when there’s so much out there to live for.”
Adelpha’s eyes focused on the shingle below them. She closed them and sighed, shaking
her head slowly against Eudoxia’s.
“Please, Addie.” Eudoxia whispered, “don’t die like this.”

On her bed sat her apron, her lyre—shining from its polish—and a crumpled piece of
parchment with the symbol of a heart drawn with the luster of a black charcoal crayon. On the
nightstand was Linus’ parcel, opened and emptied, and beside it a melting candle and a couple of
wrinkled receipts. The window was cracked open and the soft morning breeze swayed the
burning flame and its light flickered and waved across the small room’s tiny walls. Through the
glass you could see the sun peer over the horizon and the dusty rose of Dawn’s approach signal
the wake of Rünaveir’s early risers and poor sleepers and Dimo, who stood in the doorway,
holding a mug in each of his hands, staring into his sister’s cold room. His grip tightened and he
wondered if he hadn’t just imagined her at his bedside just a few hours ago. But in his stomach
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he knew it was her. Barely awake with his eyes closed, he knew it was her who had been
standing there, brushing his hair back softly with her hand, apologizing.
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|III|
Waving along the walls of Deven’s roadways were Tyrian purple banners, glimmering
across their golden trims in the reflection of the day’s brightest star. They stood at attention,
leading the beholder’s gaze to the castle’s grand staircase. The citizens corralled at its base,
holding onto each other’s arms, and engaging in loud chatter. Meanwhile, children squeezed into
spaces between groups or perched themselves on their parents’ shoulders, waiting excitedly and
holding onto colorful kingdom souvenirs. The stone stage divided the steps in two and was
monitored by four heavily armored guards, all of whom were commanded by high orders not to
make eye-contact with today’s audience. In an atmosphere of excitement like this one, any
overzealous citizen could take the smallest gesture as a sign of leniency and, should this person
ascend even a step, they would disrupt the order that the guards were entrusted to keep. But the
people maintained their civility, aware of their good fortune in just being able to watch the
coronation. This, they believed, was a moment that would inscribe itself into history with a sharp
tip pen.
“If we could have your attention.”
The citizens hushed one another and looked upwards, shielding their eyes from the sun
that hung just above the castle’s parapet roof. The viscount stood with his hands against the
small of his own back, watching the crowd sternly. Once the people had settled, he raised his arm
toward the platform at the top of the final set of stairs. On the side of this presenting floor, just
barely in view, were the royal family’s thrones. There sat two of the King’s kin and the
Matriarch. Two of the chairs remained vacant.
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“Now, please show your appreciation for our brave ruler, King Aaron,” the viscount
announced. Two guards walked to the edge of the highest stage in rigid uniformity, breaking off
at the lip to reveal the King behind them. The people clapped and roared for Their Majesty, who
embraced the view of their audience with open arms. The king was dressed in a well-embellished
surcoat of white and gold with their royal mantle draped over their shoulders. The mantle
appeared thin and light in its nature, designed with the same purple that defined the Devenian
flag. On their feet were classic combat boots of the sort mostly worn by their soldiers, but on
their collars were small jewels and the sparkling dust of crushed gems. The toe points seemed to
be made of a harder material, either gold or gilded iron. Their Majesty was well groomed, their
beard trimmed so it did not hang, and their hair was cropped so it pointed heavenward, still
colored in the same rich, dark brown that it had been in their youth. Besides the angled scar at
the edge of their hairline, the king presented themselves in handsome, pristine condition. They
were a king to be beloved, a king to compel the masses, and knowing their power they smiled at
their adoring fans, hiding their teeth behind their lips.
Allowing a few minutes for the spectators to react in cheers and cries, the viscount
resumed his introductions. “And now, bestow your eyes on the great, Prince Califus.” The prince
strode to his father’s side, waving both hands to the public as they admired him with louder
applause than what had been given for King Aaron. Califus’ smile showed how much he relished
it, his teeth pressing creases into his lower lip. The King’s and Califus’ shared heritage showed
itself brightly. By their fierce eyes, thick eyebrows, and the sharpness of their jaws, one could
see their familial tie. Dressed in a more modest surcoat and boots, which were thinner, smaller,
and more suited for a light-handed soldier, Califus presented himself as more of a nobleman than
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a prince. Side by side, Califus bowed and Aaron followed. And while Califus watched them
intently, the king’s focus was strictly set on the floor beneath them.
The viscount put his fist to his chest and cleared his throat. “With all things in order, we
will now commence the transfer of power.”
As Califus straightened himself out, King Aaron took a knee and kept their face angled
downward. As the subjects cheered, Califus unsheathed his blade. He paused and allowed the
crowd to observe him in his power. His blade was striking, long and thin, and adorned by a
golden handle. While his mouth seemed to move, Califus’ words were lost in the space between
himself and his audience. He then raised his sword and, with its sharp point, drew a new cut
along the scar of King Aaron, allowing their blood to paint the steel. They did not wince or fall
but kept their composure as they bled. Once the scar had reopened completely, they picked
themselves up from the floor. From behind one of the guards, King Aaron brought out their
weapon. Built of steel, Aaron’s weapon took the form of a large mallet with a cubic head and a
sharp angled claw protruding from its back. At the sight of the hammer, Califus’ smile faltered
for a second, but then came back wider than before. He knelt just as his father had while the king
tightened their hands around their mallet. With trembling hands, the king raised their hammer.
As they mumbled more unheard words, they used the claw to replicate their cut on the opposite
side of their son’s forehead. When finished, the king dropped their hammer down beside them,
and the staircase beneath them rattled from its weight.
The two royals took ahold of each other’s napes and pressed their foreheads together,
imprinting each other’s faces with blood. As Califus’ smile bared his teeth, the king’s had
weakened, being now much more a grin than a show of their excitement. Califus kissed his father
on the forehead then turned and nodded to the viscount, who spoke to the citizens.
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“Blessed by our Gods, the almighty Thummim and Urim, we now unshackle Prince
Califus from their mortal debasements, remove them of our plebian divisions of race, gender,
and wealth, and bestow upon the kingdom of Deven its new leader, King Califus.”
Califus nodded, lifted their sword, and cut through their father’s neck.
******
The ovation from the local bar became unbearable as the door opened for an entering
patron. Jasper walked down the street faster, grimacing as he put his flask to his lips.
“So damn loud,” he mumbled.
“Jasper!” Felix looked around them and then quickened his pace to catch up to his
brother. “You don’t swear on a holy day.”
Jasper rolled his eyes, took a swig, and corked his canteen. The streets of Romer were
quiet during the day, regardless of the occasion, as the majority of the lower class labored until
mid-evening. And, while today they were afforded an extra half hour to their lunch breaks, this
was only given to them should they want to make their way to New Dyland and catch a glimpse
of the coronation. Bur Jasper appreciated the district for its calm afternoons, making Romer a
regular site for him to roam during his spare time in Deven. The streets were made of
cobblestone and were often shining from wet footprints or the splashing of mishandled water
buckets. The buildings, though drab, were built well due to Romer’s laborers and their
understanding of common practices like construction. And what made Romer the envy of other
lower-class districts was the shoreline. While it was often occupied by Deven’s naval guard,
fishermen, or children, the beach was the perfect place to sit and drink alcohols that, in more
patrolled districts, would almost immediately be confiscated.
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But today Jasper was contented only by their wandering. And although Felix would have
preferred to sit down, he wasn’t willing to be alone on a day like this. Jasper elbowed his
brother’s side and grinned. “Romer is much better when its quiet, isn’t it, Feefee?”
Felix exclaimed in exhaustion, “Stop calling me that. And why are you smiling?
Shouldn’t you be upset?”
“On a day like this?” Jasper gestured out from the pathway toward the sea, whose waves
were small and slow. “I’m surprised I’m not glowing!”
“Jasper! Our father is dying as we speak!” Jasper turned to Romer’s clocktower, which
stood tall amid the short buildings of the district. He gestured toward the timepiece.
“Uh, I think he’s already dead, Felix.”
Felix turned his head sharply. “What? Dammit!”
“Hey now. You might want to keep your decorum, oh prince of mine.”
“C’mon Jasper. I’m grieving. Give me a break.”
“Oh, and I can’t grieve? Maybe drinking and cursing is the method to my misery. Did
you ever think of that?”
“…No.”
“Uh huh. Thought so.” Jasper slowed down the pace of their stroll while Felix opened his
canteen, taking a sip with only a slight recoil. It was only a few weeks into their warmer seasons
and the temperature had already provided the day its muggy, lazy atmosphere—and Jasper
reveled in it. In a simple tunic and unembellished sandals, Jasper stepped onto the railing of the
promenade and walked along it with his hands outstretched to maintain balance. It amazed him
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sometimes, how much a place like this could remind him of home, even when his home was
much farther away and existed largely in memory. Felix walked on the path beside Jasper’s
railing and sighed.
“Why did you want to come here today, anyway?” he asked.
“To avoid the hubbub.” Jasper took a shaky step and squirmed to regain his composure.
“And the family, of course.”
“Oh, right. I forgot you weren’t here for the last transfer. The idea around it does sound a
bit painful and exhausting, although I don’t remember it being difficult to watch when father was
receiving power. Then again, I wasn’t even in my sixth year…” He took another sip from his
drink and winced before turning back to Jasper. “But why avoid the family?”
Jasper shrugged. “You know why. All the crying and the fake congratulations and the
‘Califus you great soldier you.’ It’s all boring and annoying.”
“Are you saying you’re not proud of Califus? I mean, he’s an ass but he did work hard
for this. I’m sure if it were you up there right now, you’d be enjoying it too.”
“The moment my character changes so that I want to be king is the moment I’m not
Jasper anymore.” Jasper kept his eyes trained on the railing, refusing to take a bad step and fall.
“And, for the record, he wouldn’t be rushing to kiss my feet if I was the one killing Aaron right
now.” He paused. “Or, ten minutes ago, or whatever.”
“He would be proud of you. I think.”
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“You know full well that he’d be on the brink of planning a coup. The only thing Califus
would be proud of is himself during his fantasies of killing me for the throne. I wouldn’t doubt it
if he were looking at Aaron like a ripe pig since he was born.”
“Jasper! That’s horrible!”
“I think so too!” Jasper jumped off the railing and put his arm around his brother’s
shoulders. “But now he’s King Califus—I mean, they’re King Califus. Our holy ruler. The apple
of Urim’s eye. And I, for one, could not be any more disappointed in our Gods.”
“Jasper.”
“Okay okay. I take it back.” Jasper turned his head toward the sky and cupped his hands
around his mouth. “You hear that? I take it back!” With a slight, guilty grin, Felix pushed
Jasper’s side.
“You’re a jackass.”
Jasper pushed him back and raised his flask. “And a great one at that.”

After the day had worn and the night began to fall, Jasper figured it was time to go back
home, causing Felix to sigh in relief. Alcohol didn’t seem to calm his nerves as much as they did
Jasper’s, so, when the bar doors flew open as a man was hurled onto the sidewalk, Felix grabbed
at Jasper’s arm to run. But as two strong men followed their flying friend, Jasper stayed put to
observe. “And stay out, you vagabond Shroner,” one of the standing men spit.
“Fuck on off,” the old man mumbled back.
“Oh? Does the invader still want to fight?”
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“You should pay for the insolence you parade, you egotistical beasts.”
“Ha!” Jasper whistled, walking toward them while Felix reached out in vain to hold him
back. “Old man you are not young enough to pick a fight like this.” The two men turned to him
as though they had found a new target, but once their eyes as registered his image they blanched.
Quickly straightening their spines, the two men seemed to turn into scared boys, turning their
heads to face in any direction away from Jasper.
“Prince Jasper. We apologize for the scene. Please, do not judge Romer for our
indecency,” one of them stammered while the other quickly nodded. The man on the ground,
confused by his aggressors’ change of attitude, turned to Jasper. Jasper chuckled and waved them
off.
“You’re okay, I’m not here to ruin the moment. Although, I would prefer you didn’t treat
our visitors with so much hostility. We are all Gods, you know.”
“Jasper!” Felix walked forward to swat his shoulder. “That’s blasphemous!”
“You know what I mean. We all could be Gods. We don’t know our neighbors’ mortality.
Plus, we’re all their playthings so we’re all part God or something.”
“Can you please phrase these things better? You’re going to provide our people a very
bad image.” Felix gestured to the strangers.
“Prince Felix!” The two men put a fist to their chests in salute and began to sweat. “We
apologize for not issuing a greeting. We did not see you in the dimming light. We are sorry for
our rudeness.”
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Felix smiled with shaky lips and scratched at the back of his neck. “No no. You two are
fine. I didn’t take any offense at all. Please, just remove yourselves from this situation and…no
more fights with this gentleman—unless given probable cause.”
The two men gave each other a side glance, bowed, and walked quickly away from the
bar and down the street. The old man laughed and Jasper leaned toward him to offer his hand.
The man took it and, with shaky legs, managed to stand up. He brushed the dirt off his knees,
then looked up to address his protectors. “Princes, huh? Of this place?” With his hand he
gestured to the town. It was beginning to glow with the workers' busy nightlife but was still
clearly desolate. There were rusted outdoor faucets and craters in the streets made by uneven and
cheap wagon wheels. Felix quickly shook his head to correct the man.
“No no no…we’re not princes of Romer. We’re princes of Deven, the kingdom itself.
Not the town. This is only one town in one of our three districts.”
“But…you do rule this place.”
“Yes,” Jasper said, deadpan.
“Well, yes, we do command Romer as it is a part of our land,” Felix said. “But no, we
don’t…well, we don’t…officiate…Romer in particular. We don’t look at it as separate to the rest
of our land.”
“So, the answer to my question?”
Jasper turned to Felix and nudged his side with his elbow. Felix sighed and nodded his
head.
“Yes. We rule this place.”
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“Okay then.” The old man pushed out his stomach and stretched his back. “Well, thank
you for your help. I apologize that I don’t piss my britches in your honor like those two asses. I
am not one to make that a habit.”
“You’re okay. In fact, you’re encouraged,” Jasper said.
Felix raised a finger. “We will accept the fact that you are a foreigner and have yet to
make yourself accustomed to it,” he corrected. “But, if I were you, I would start to change how I
present myself to royalty. While Jasper and I may be forgiving, there are other members of our
rank who would take less kindly to your familiarity.”
The old man nodded. “I suppose you’re right. I never got this close to a royal man back in
Shronen. I will have to get used to appearing meek.”
“So, you are a Shroner?”
“We refer to ourselves as Shronenites. ‘Shroner’ is your kingdom’s funny way of
debasing our people.”
“Mm. Well, yes, you’ll find that a lot of Devenians aren’t happy to talk with people from
other kingdoms.”
“Gee. We’ll see if I end up noticing it.”
Jasper chuckled. “Devenians tend to consider themselves the center of the Dylandion
Empire. And, with Shronen being a new…addition…they’re probably still riding high on the
idea of being your conquerors.”
“Of course, we do not approve of this attitude,” Felix butted in.
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“It’s undignified,” the man said. “We migrants were invited to come here. You should
not offer us economic opportunities when you allow your nationalists to beat us as though we are
feeding at the bottom.” The man grunted and spit to his side.
While Felix flinched, Jasper held out his hand. “My name is Jasper Pollard. Call me
Prince Jasper if you don’t want people to pick a fight. And this is my brother, Prince Felix
Pollard.” Felix bowed his head slightly. “What should we call you?” he asked.
“My name is Riddom Euger. May I buy you two gentlemen a drink?”
Felix started to decline the offer, but Jasper’s face brightened. He patted the man on the
back and smiled. “Please, lead the way.”
******
Califus held the handkerchief in a tired hand, the arm of which was slumped over on the
grand dining room table. In a rusty red smudge, they held what was left of their father, the great
Aaron, who, now demonstrating his mortality, should now be regarded as though he had always
had it. Their trust in his immortality departed in tandem with his soul, showing that, while he
may have been a good ruler, he was not the kin of the Great Two. And yet, while Deven will
soon forget the old sod in favor of their new king, in their hearts they will remember him by his
godliness. ‘That is all you can hope for, right?’ was a question that flitted by in wandering
thoughts. A throb in their temples sent their hand to clench into a fist over the tissue, just to
quickly unfold when they had realized what they’d done. With the white tablecloth, Califus
slowly cared for the blood that now stained their palm.
One of the large entry doors opened with the stumbling drunkard’s entrance. Jasper was
grinning with delirium, his smile soaked with gin. He laughed, releasing the small bubbles of a
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disrupted stomach, and nearly fell into the room as he released the door. It shut tightly behind
him and he pointed toward his brother. “Well, if it ain’t the big Califus.” Jasper’s sentence
stopped sharply when his bottle connected to his lips, his drink weakly disguised by a brown
paper bag.
“Jasper.” Califus looked at him from the top of their peripheral, keeping their face turned
toward the mark on their hand as they cleaned it. Califus spoke low, but the tall walls took their
words as though they were shouted. “Where were you today? You weren’t at the coronation.”
“I took Feefee out for a lil walk. Did a little…walkabout.”
“In Rumer, I suppose?”
“It’s called Romer, Califa.”
A sneer. “I can call it what I want. And by the stink of you, I think you are very aware of
why it has earned its ridicule.”
“Pfft. King Man thinks that gin smells like rum.”
“It all smells like the same debasement, Jasper. And you should be more careful of how
you speak to me now.”
“Oh, why? Cause you’re the big dog now? King Calli?” Califus’ chair tore into the
wooden floor as they pushed themselves from the table. As they approached, Jasper swallowed
his spit and straightened his back, maintaining eye contact. Califus stopped only half a foot in
front of Jasper. Through his blurred vision, Jasper noticed the dark right-angle cut that was
stitched into Califus’ forehead. “Aaron’s hammer must’ve been too heavy to leave you a nicelooking scar, huh?”

58

“Shut up.”
“He must’ve been getting old. Especially if you were able to beat him in a fight.”
“I said shut up, you rat.”
Jasper opened his mouth just to shut it. The light in his eyes dimmed. “Don’t call me
that.” For a flash he flared his nostrils. He put his hand to his hip as though ready to draw a
blade.
“Don’t give me orders, little brother. I outrank you.”
“By a technicality.”
“By the Gods’ truth.”
“You’re such a shit, Califus.”
“I’m a king, you bastard rummer. And you will respect that, or you will be cast from this
castle faster than you can create another silly nickname.” Califus sneered before turning to walk
back towards their seat. “Father and the Counsel of Power determined that I was the most
powerful of Deven and designated me fit to rule. You and your flippancy, your drinking trips,
and your disregard for our state, it’s base. You should be considered akin to the filth of our
lowers, not as the kin of royalty.”
“I am just as much of a prince as you were this morning. Don’t fool yourself.”
“I don’t need to fool myself.” Califus sat down in their seat and took the handkerchief
back in their hand. They ran their thumb softly over its stain. “Afterall, I was at the ceremony.”
With his head high, Jasper peered down at his brother’s hand. “Is that Aaron?” he asked.
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“It was.”
“Saved it for an after-dinner snack or were there just too many witnesses for you to reveal
your demon side?”
Califus chuckled. “Always one to make a quip.” With two fingers they tossed the fabric
across the table so Jasper could take a better look. “Go on, keep it. I don’t need him anymore.”
With shaky, heavy steps, Jasper disregarded the handkerchief to stand over his new king.
He stared into his brother’s eyes and Califus returned the attention. Without shifting his focus,
Jasper slammed his hand over Califus’ wrist, pinning it to the table. He turned his head slightly
to notice the dark red hue that colored a patch of his brother’s palm. When his attention shifted
back to Califus, Jasper noticed their face slowly turning into the same shade of Aaron that
marked their hand. Jasper clicked his tongue and then pressed it against the back of his bottom
teeth. “I know you know that I would be the king right now if it weren’t for my…eccentricity.
And you know that I could kill you without you having a chance to defend yourself, aware its
coming or not. And if you don’t know, that only proves how little you are actually aware of. So,
keep that little smirk off your rotten face when you talk about Aaron and start pretending that
you have even a shred of respect for this family. Because if you don’t, they’ll get rid of you
faster than I can call you Califa the Exiled.”
Califus turned dark red, their hatred apparent in their expression and the twitching of
their thin lips. Jasper took a deep breath and between bared teeth he swept Califus in the stench
of his gimlet. He pointed his eyes to Califus’ hand once more and then returned his stare to
Califus’ face. As he watched, a stitch in their forehead popped open and their scalp began to
bleed down their temple. Califus didn’t move and Jasper flared his nostrils once more before
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pushing himself up and turning away. “Clean yourself up now, King.” He snatched the
handkerchief as he made his way to the doors. Before he left, Jasper stopped and turned his head
back over his shoulder. “You do want to keep up your appearance, right?”

An hour before dawn, on the staircase above the cellar, Jasper was sitting, breathing
slowly, holding his legs to his chest. His chin rested atop the arm that was slung across his
kneecaps as he stared at the bloody tissue. He kept rotating it in between two of his fingers as
though there were something to observe. But with a tired sigh, he let his hand go limp and his
head fall to where his chin had been. He hadn’t realized how hot his forehead had gotten until its
heat bore into his forearm. Jasper clenched his jaw. He would get up and make a round through
the cellar in a moment. He just needed to collect himself before he could stand up and face it.
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Now, now. I don’t think you want to go in there just yet.
It is still much, much too early.
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|IV|
Jasper woke up with his hands pinned underneath his pillows. The window was open, and
the small blue jay was back, moving its head geometrically as the wind shook its skinny elm tree.
One of the servants must have come in and left him to sleep—a favor they provided him in spite
of the castle’s usual routine—because in his peripheral he noticed how his room was in pristine
condition, even though he never left it that way. He grimaced. The air from the window felt nice
against his chest and the little bird’s tweets weren’t especially obtrusive, but an irritable ache
radiated from his temples and ruined his good morning.
The blue jay fluttered its wings and left its nesting tree as Jasper sat up. Squinting, he
turned his head to the sky and approximated that it was still early morning. Another fit of
restlessness refused Jasper any more than an hour or two of true sleep, but nowadays it was hard
to notice a difference in his character. Holding his face in one hand, Jasper used the other to
blindly pat his bedside table, hoping to find a bottle of something or another. When it found his
flask, he uncorked it without looking and raised it above his mouth for an easy pour. When it
only afforded him a single sour drop, Jasper threw the canteen across the room. Its crash against
the wall reverberated in his skull and he groaned in pain.
“One more day,” he said, just as he did every morning.
******
The garden was covered in flowers of pink and lavender. The bellflowers were in full
bloom and shifting with the winds as though they were ringing and Jasper took a deep breath.
Holding his hand to his chest and stroking it lightly with his thumb, he listened to the flowers
breathe. Besides a few gardeners and servants taking the scenic route between towers, the garden
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was a place to take isolated refuge. Jasper sat on his favorite bench and breathed out slowly,
tracking the pace of his heartbeat.
If he focused on losing his focus, he could blur himself out. Breathe in and hold it. Focus.
Lose it. Lose everything. Float your body above your bones. Hold in the air. Bring yourself an
inch above everything. Dismember. Breathe out and resettle out of place. Sit off-center, a
smidgen apart from your frame. The lines are blurred. His image glitches. The world can’t
comprehend itself breaking. He exists adjacent to the bench, to everything that exists here. In his
way, he can find a way to miscomprehend himself; a way to not exist.
He opened his eyes.

“Jasper, what are you doing in the garden?” At the other side of the alpine roses was
Aaron, waving at him to come forward. Jasper looked down at his tiny hands and made two fists.
His legs were shorter, and standing in the middle of the garden, he found himself yards away from
the bench he had just been sitting on. He refused the king and instead stared down to the other
end of the garden pathway, toward the castle’s back entrance. The flowers of Deven had
burgeoned that spring and now, while still alive, Jasper more easily noticed the darkness of the
stems than the brightness of the petals. Back in Burner the flowery weeds had already wilted, the
rainy season having passed months ago. Back home, he wouldn’t even notice it. He traced his
thumb along his other fingernails, one of his fists becoming undone. How had he never noticed
that there were no flowers?

“Jasper. Come.” The world flashed into a new image and Jasper found his forehead
pressed into Aaron’s palm. It was always so rough, so dry, and it would scratch him, but he would
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never pull away from the king. Aaron would hold his head for a long second, one that estranged
itself from all other units of measurement, and then release him.
And he would run down the garden path. Run back into his chambers. Run back home,
back to Burner. Run down the damp, dark walkways. Run behind store stands at the market and
interweave through the spider web streets. Run behind trash cans and run from barking dogs. Run
away from authority, who would steal from him what he stole. Run away into the barracks. Run
into battle. “Run into battle.” Run into the sword. Run down the hammer. Run from the arrows.
Run them into danger. Run into the thick of it all. Run them down. Don’t run back there. He
closed his eyes.
“Don’t run back home.” He stared into his open palm. The bench felt cold beneath him,
like he hadn’t been sitting on it until just now. Jasper gritted his teeth and, holding himself,
rocked back and forth. The blood of it. The blood on his hands, trailing down his forearms. The
scar across his bicep that had bled so much when they had cut him. How much blood they would
bleed when he fought back. The throbbing in his temples when he heaved and waited for that bell
to ring. The scarring that wrapped around his neck, where the Gods took him and shook him and
scared him and held him before his mother ever bore him. The images in the mirror after a long
bath, where he could see that the red never leaves the skin.
He closed his eyes and slowed his breathing. His pulse fluttered until it began to set into a
steady pace and Jasper nodded his head slowly. He stopped his body from rocking. He held
himself softer and eased the tension in his neck. He looked down at his hands. They were big. He
looked back to the castle. He lived in New Dyland. He looked into the garden. Aaron was still
dead.
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******
The red delicious hung in the air for a moment before dropping back into his palm. Jasper
took a bite before tossing it back up again. The edge of the counter was cold against his back, but
he leaned against it anyway. The small kitchen was named as such due to its domestic purposes
and in no way did its title serve to describe its grandness. It had red and black quartz tiling with a
ceiling as heigh as a small auditorium’s, and in the middle swung a silver chandelier. Atop the
kitchen counters were three large glass windows that brought in the light of the rising sun.
Within its shine, Jasper watched specks of golden dust float and fall into the kitchen sink beside
him. In this meditation, Jasper could almost forget the opulence of the rest of the room.
A servant opened the door to the dining room and Jasper turned. Looking beyond the
doorway, he could see Califus making a show of their leadership before some of the family. “—
And I know that Father was insistent about this, but Shronen would be best utilized as a mining
land. Halt the Shroner immigration, keep our little men happy and full, and in doing so…”
Attempting to ignore Califus’ rant, Jasper shifted his attention to Felix. He was sitting at
the middle of the long table, keeping head down and using his fork to roll a potato back and forth
on his plate. Jasper sighed when the door shut and looked down to his feet. The faucet ran as the
servant began to wash a dish.
“What an ass,” Jasper said, biting into his apple.
“They are quite passionate, Our Majesty,” the servant chuckled.
“I guess passionate is a word for it.”
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“I am sure you could think of better words. Do not let my brazen tongue stop you.” The
servant winked at him and Jasper chuckled. Resuming his chore, the servant hummed a tune
whose sweetness compelled Jasper to smile. It reminded him of the last family dinner he had
attended, where that song had wafted out of the piano chords. Thana, the Matriarch, had
requested the melody for Aaron’s benefit and had lightly whispered it in the musician’s ear so
that the king would be surprised. When the piano lifted the music into the air, Aaron had
cheered. In an instant, the king had lifted themselves out of their chair and taken their wife to
dance by the table. Some of Jasper’s siblings became inspirited and rose to dance as well, but he
and Califus had remained in their seats. Califus was watching Aaron with a small smile, tapping
the tips of his fingers on the table to the music. It had made Jasper sick. He left the room without
a word, trailed only by the eyes of those he left behind him. Felix would tell him later that their
father was quite upset at his departure. Having thanked their mother for the dance and having
gratefully pat the pianist’s shoulder, Aaron had left the room almost as abruptly as his son.
Jasper shook his head. He hadn’t meant to spoil their fun, especially on a night like that,
but he couldn’t change the past. He caught the apple—which in his musing he had thrown much
higher than he had meant to—and pushed himself from the counter. With a nod to the servant,
Jasper walked out of the room and down the hall. He told himself he wasn’t that hungry anyway.
“Jasper, halt.”
Jasper stopped and leaned back to look inside an open door. His older brother was
leaning over a large map he had spread over a table, gesturing for him to enter.
“‘Morning, Parron.” As Jasper entered the room, he noticed his sister standing opposite to
his brother. He nodded to her. “Oh, and to you as well, Amera.”
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“Jasper.” From crossed arms, she lifted her hand to give him a small, passive wave.
“Jasper, we need to discuss our arrangements for the next exhibition.” Parron began to
trace his finger over the map when Amera clicked her tongue. He peered at her with feigned
interest. “A problem already, sister?”
“When are we going to stop these inane displays, Parron?”
“That isn’t my decision to make. If you would like an estimation, then I would assume
they might change when the traditions are reformed. Must be any day now,” Parron jested. He
turned to Jasper for approval but found his expression blank.
“Spare me your humor, if that’s what you call it.” Amera turned her shoulder to him as
she spoke. “We all know these exhibitions are gratuitous acts to cheer the peasantry. Can’t we
appease them with something that doesn’t tax our military supply? Like a skewered meat stand?”
“This is how it has always been done and it is how we shall continue, for now.” Parron
looked down to the map. “If you have a problem with it, go to our king.”
Amera clamped her jaw and turned to Jasper. “I don’t suppose you would?”
“You mean intentionally speak to Their Holiness? Not a chance.”
With a sigh of discontent, Amera turned to the door. “Fine. Put on your show. I won’t be
attending.”
“You will be there in full uniform, Amera. Do not even think about—” He stopped short
when the door closed behind her. Jasper pursed his lips to suppress a laugh while Parron shook
his head and sighed. “Listen, you’re a good soldier, one of our finest, and with the new order of
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things,” he nodded in the direction of Califus in the dining room, “we have been told to release
your…power.”
“My—what, already?”
“The orders were clear.”
“During an exhibition? Isn’t that a waste? Every kingdom across the coast will hear about
it in the course of a week. Give it a month and the world will know.”
“Yes. That is the most probable outcome.” Parron’s words had bite to them, as though he
were being forced to open his jaw every time he spoke.
“They’re all going to figure out ways to counter it. It’s insane. Aaron said we could only
use it openly as a final resort. They said that no one would know unless we were backed against
the wall.”
“Aaron is dead, Jasper.”
“But when someone’s right they’re right, Parron.” He began to pace across the room.
“Every nation who hears about it will target us. Our allies will rethink their treaties. The people
will believe in magic. There aren’t many other ways to so efficiently and effectively destroy
Deven’s foundation.”
“Yes, indeed. Very little will stand unchanged.”
Jasper stopped in front of the table and slammed his hands down, stealing Parron’s focus
from the map. “Then give me one good reason that we should reveal it.”
“Because this is a royal order, from our king.”
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“I said a good reason, Parron.”
“That is the best reason you can be given, Jasper. Unless you want the words straight
from the mouths of the Gods.”
“I’d definitely prefer it.”
Parron stood up. “Califus’ decision is second only to a decision from our Lords. I would
have hoped you had learned this as a babe.” Parron paused as Jasper looked away. He put his
head in his hand and smoothed out his right temple before continuing. “You know how it was
under our father. We took our orders without a single word of dissent. Things have not changed
besides the face of our ruler, and so we must act accordingly. We have remained firmly in our
places, and you should continue to act like it if you do not want to incur the consequences of
stepping out of line.”
Jasper grunted. “Why didn’t you become king. You’re our highest military official. Why
did it have to be him? —I mean them.” He leaned his head back. “That’s going to take some
getting used to.”
Parron waved the thought away with his hand as he spoke. “You know the rules, Jasper.
Califus was able to defeat every soldier in contest for the throne, including Father and me. I am
not so bold as to downplay their might.” He gave his little brother a pointed look. “I would not
start ruminating such foolish, treacherous ideas.”
“Fine. Forget it,” Jasper said. He bent back his fingers to crack them. “So, did Their
Majesty give us an explanation for their oh-so-important plan?”
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“Yes, they did.” Parron moved from the table to behind his desk. The curtains in the
room were closed, making the already dark room even darker. Jasper always lost his sense of
time when he entered his brother’s office and he wondered if this is why Parron was almost
always missing meals. Parron pulled open a shelf and picked up a piece of parchment. He
scanned the text as he made his way to Jasper. “Their Holiness has decided that the exhibition is
the best place to show off your abilities. They believe it essential to boost the morale of our
citizens after a shift in power.”
“But Deven is used to changes in leadership. The passing down of power is honorable,
we’ve been told that since birth.” Jasper straightened his back and altered his voice to imitate a
schoolteacher. “‘Sending our former ruler to Urim and Thummim for judgement, we declare that
the new leader holds the holy right to have killed him.’ It’s a celebration. There wasn’t a tear that
dropped when Aaron died—not by our citizens.” Jasper took the parchment from Parron’s hand
when he was offered it and began to read the text.
Parron crossed his arms as he made his way back to the table and closed his eyes. “It’s
our occupations—Shronen especially—that don’t believe in Califus. There is worry that they
might believe our power stemmed from our king, giving their more rebellious sectors hope. Not
to mention how Califus was not included in the treaty negotiations, causing the Shronenites some
concern about how Their Holiness will treat the new state.”
“I can see why.”
“Califus believes that a show of power would solidify their presence as a leader and warn
our enemies and the conspirators of what tricks we have up our sleeves. We are the strength of
Dyland, after all. Our image is as important as our wealth. It’s all there in the report.”
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Jasper tossed away the parchment. “It’s ridiculous; a stunt that wastes almost all of our
potential just to make Califus look better. You have to know how wrong this is.”
“I will not interfere with an order from Our King.”
“Parron the Loyalist,” Jasper mocked.
“I am a soldier.” Parron turned to Jasper with a stern brow. “And you are too.”
“I remember.”
Parron pinched the bridge of his nose. “I need you to stand in the backline until the horn
blows. At the call, you will step into the frontline. You will be provided a substantial foe.” He sat
down before the table. “Do what you do best.”
Jasper turned to the door. “Yeah. Understood.”
“And train today. It’s been a good vacation since the Shronen takeover, but we’re back to
our normal duties after the exhibition. We need you at full strength.”
With his back to Parron, Jasper nodded and left the room.
******
The wind hit the training grounds and spread the dirt through the air like a dust storm.
There were symbols painted in white on the ground and across the field were other soldiers
combat training, using the markers to direct their positionings. There were two men practicing
against one another, one with a large headed steel mallet and the other a thin, traditional sword.
The man with the lighter weapon jumped out of the way of the other’s swings, avoiding what
would be bone shattering collisions by the tips of his toes. When he had avoided a hit, he took
the opportunity to strike his opponent, causing the mallet-wielder to slide behind the long handle
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of his weapon and use it to parry. Behind them, a small woman and a tall man stood in similar
military garb. They watched the two soldiers while drinking from canteens and catching their
breaths.
Jasper turned away from them. He didn’t appreciate the training grounds during military
holidays. The vacant field, the quiet combat, it had too many empty spaces in between the
sounds. Staring at his weapon rack, with one arm crossed over his chest and his other hand
pinching his bottom lip, he closed his eyes and began to meditate. The just-in-case weapon, the
if-we-should-ever-have-to-use-it blades…they were glaringly real now that he would have to use
them. He had tossed the equipment onto the rack haphazardly, hoping to forget it was even there,
but the iron caught the light of the noon sun and reflected a hot yellow rectangle right above his
brow, making it impossible to ignore. Jasper opened his eyes and picked out his usual weapon,
cursing Califus under his breath.
The wooden club was near identical to a child’s cudgel, used to play games or practice
with in their military training curriculums. But Jasper’s club was much more effective in close
combat than the ordinary weapon. Its strengths were two-fold. Its shape allowed the baton to
move through the air with relative ease in any direction, while its heavy nature provided it its
resemblance to the strength of their mallet and hammer weaponry. And to add to its power, its
wider end was striped in eight-centimeter-long nails and embedded with a heavy leaden brick.
Jasper’s weapon hit much harder than its less-embellished counterparts, making it so that when
the club struck the ground, it caused a sizable dent, and the nails effectively cut through any root
or rock that might be in its way.
Jasper took the club by the handle and made some small movements to test his control of
it. Since the takeover of Shronen’s eastern region, the soldiers of Deven’s army were allowed a
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few weeks to rest and visit their families. Which, for soldiers of lower rank, was invaluable, as
they spent most of the solar year sleeping in camps on foreign lands. While Jasper appreciated
the break, he was often afforded transportation back to the capital with the cartologist wagons. A
benefit to being a prince was that the deprivations of war were less demanding. Jasper let the
head of the club fall to the ground to refamiliarize himself with its weight. The nails stuck into
the dirt and when he yanked it out in an arc, it tore out the soil in vein-filled clumps.
He gritted his teeth as he slung the bat over his head and stretched out his chest, using his
forearms to push the handle against his shoulder blades. He noticed the soldiers across the field
looking at him and Jasper held his hand up in greeting. At his gesture, the onlookers straightened
their backs and saluted him. When Jasper’s gaze dropped, he could hear the clatter of rushed
packing and turned to see them leaving the training grounds in a terrified hurry. Jasper sighed
and closed his eyes as the crunching of dried dirt and small rocks grew closer and louder.
“Jasper?”
He kept his eyes closed. “What do you want, Felix?”
The meek prince crossed his arms over his chest and cocked his head, investigating his
brother’s mood. “Why are your eyes closed?”
“I’m just calming myself down before you give me the questions they told you to ask
me.”
“How’d you know they sent me?”
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“I’ve been fighting under Parron for long enough to sense it.” Jasper opened his eyes and
shook his head slowly. “And I’ve known Califus long enough to know they wouldn’t miss an
opportunity to kick a man while he’s down.”
Felix nodded to himself and walked past Jasper to his weapon rack, scratching his chin.
“Well, do you know what I’m here to check out, then?” He picked up something that Jasper
didn’t turn around to confirm.
“I hope you don’t think I’m stupid enough to not.”
“Good. One less thing for me to do.” Felix let out an awkward laugh and brought the
equipment to Jasper. He held the weapon out to him. “Just put this on. We’ll train together.”
Felix put on an uneasy grin while Jasper looked at him silently, unenthused. “Just for a little bit, I
promise,” he said.
Jasper pushed his head back against his club and took a deep breath. With a slight ache in
his temples, he returned his usual weapon to the rack and took his harnesses from his brother.
“Great. This will really make them happy, Jasper. And that’s a good thing.”
Jasper rolled his eyes as the metal bracelet clicked into place around the back of his wrist.
“Do you mean Parron and the other officials? Or do you mean Their Holiness?”
Felix looked around the grounds. “Feels good to be back here training again, doesn’t it?”
“You’re avoiding my question, Felix.” Jasper let out a quick breath and affixed the other
band around his elbow. He flexed his fingers before curling them into the grip. The lances
pointed forward from the harnesses around his knuckles with a length of seventy-one
centimeters. Like a cone, the lance grew thicker towards its handle, where a metal plate on the
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back of his hand and its appended steel-ring knuckle guard acted as its haft. The harness was
made of a sturdy dark brown leather and it encased the metal infrastructure that gave the weapon
its stability, leaving only a line along the front and back of his forearms exposed. Where the
harnesses encased his elbows were two long, double-sided blades. They pointed straight behind
him and were inversely directed by how he pointed his fists. Lengthwise along the middle of the
blades were two pale, strangely textured leather strips. Jasper curled his fingers toward his palms
and then back against the metal, getting a feel for its grip.
“Does it feel okay?” Felix asked.
“Yeah, it’s fine.” He began to point to his shoulder when he stopped short, right before
the lance could stab him. “Can you help me with Rasha?”
Felix grinned and turned from the rack, holding a large, disembodied feline paw. He
affixed the metal pauldron to Jasper’s shoulder and clasped one of its metal bands to his bicep.
As he turned to Jasper’s neck, Felix paused. “Do-Do you mind?”
Jasper, who had been holding his head up straight and looking forward, turned his
attention to his brother with a cocked brow. “Of course not. What’s wrong?”
With his eyes, Felix gestured toward Jasper’s neck, which was wrapped with a large,
ragged, pinkish-pale scar. Jasper began to ask another question before he remembered his mark
and nodded to himself. “Right. That. It’s fine, Felix. I don’t feel it. It’s okay.”
Felix nodded and, with unconfident fingers, he clasped the thin metal clamp closed.
Jasper gestured with his chin for Felix to step away, before carefully raising his hand to the wrist
of the paw. Inside the wrist was a steel ball that connected to the appendages’ metal skeleton.
Along with the clamps, the paw was held up by an iron bar that was affixed to the pauldron on
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Jasper’s shoulder. Its technicians had treated the paw so the skin wouldn’t stink with its fairly
minimal rot, and if Jasper pulled it with a good amount of force, he could bend the wrist at any
angle. He gave Felix a small smile. “She works all right.”
“I still don’t know why you named it.”
Jasper shrugged. “She just seems like a Rasha” He slapped his palm against the paw and
laughed.
“I’ll take your word for it.” Felix perused the weapons rack with his arms crossed over
his chest. “What weapon do you want me to use?”
“Does it matter?”
“Well, yes. I mean, maybe not. I’m still not very…I still don’t really understand what’s
going to happen.”
“Oh?”
“It’s not like you use it much, and the few times I’ve heard of it happening in a way that
one of us noticed…well…the effect of it seems to vary.”
“Well, it was never used with my intent.”
“Father didn’t want you using it outside of your private training, right?”
“If it weren’t so powerful, I don’t think he would’ve wanted it to be used at all.” Jasper
walked past Felix and threw him a standard sword and a metal heater shield from the rack. “But I
guess it ended up being a fair trade for Aaron. And Deven, I guess.”
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“For all of Dyland, Jasper.” Felix slung his arm into the shield’s enarmes. “Your talent,
it’s a boon for our entire nation. It’s a testament to our power just having you in our ranks.
It’s…an unbelievable gift.”
Jasper watched Felix bend his knees into a fighter’s stance, scarcely armored besides the
pauldrons on his shoulders and a simple breastplate. He held his shield over his heart and his
sword out, ready to strike. As much respect as Felix had for his power, Jasper didn’t believe it
was worth it. What good is magic when it’s used for blood? Even though he wanted to believe
that Aaron loved him, that Parron and Amera appreciated him, there was always that lingering
doubt, that dark-toned thought that he could never replace who he stole from them. Jasper put his
foot back into a widened stance and raised his weighted fists, clothed only by his weaponry, a
codpiece, and the leather fauld along his waist. In Felix’s innocent eyes, and likewise in Califus’
ignorance, the two of them too young at the time to have realized their loss, Jasper could at least
feel as though he had royal veins. But underneath, he could feel the dirt that caked them, the
rusty red residue of the slums and early evil.
“Are you ready?” Felix asked.
“Let me have it.”
Felix swung his sword from Jasper’s right-side and just as the edge neared his throat,
Jasper managed to block it with the lance of his left fist. At the moment of contact, Felix paused
and looked into Jasper’s eyes. “That was kind of close, don’t you think?”
Jasper chuckled, but an ache began to pulse behind his forehead. He was not used to the
added weight on his hands and as they sparred he felt the impact in his wrists worsen. Whenever
the lance hit his brother’s shield at the wrong angle or when he let them hang without setting
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them down all the way, the pressure reverberated through his bones and ran all the way to his
elbows. He noticed Felix slowing his movements, taking care to watch how Jasper handled the
harnesses and pausing between strikes to make sure he was okay. When Jasper clenched his
teeth, he heard the crunch of dirt between his molars like sugar shattering into a fine dust
underneath a pestle.
“They’re a lot like spears, don’t you think?” Felix fixed his position and readied himself.
“The lances, I mean. They’re really only dangerous at their points.”
“With enough practice I could make use of their weight.”
“So, does that mean you like them?”
Jasper swung a wide kick at the same time as he swung the blade on his elbow into
Felix’s shield, causing his brother to take a step back and regain his footing. “I don’t hate them.”
Jasper sneered and stepped his left foot past the other, keeping his elbow bent, and pulled his arm
back to slice the filed edge into his brother’s neck. With the edge of his blade, Felix was just able
to stop Jasper a centimeter or so from cutting through the hairs on his nape. Jasper nodded
toward the bead of sweat that hung below one of Felix’s sideburns. “Kinda close, don’t you
think?” he mocked. Felix nodded his head, but from his breathing, Jasper could tell that he
hadn’t the breath to respond properly. He took a step back and wiped the sweat above his lip
with the back of his hand, leaving his skin raw from the brush of the leather. Ignoring its sting,
Jasper resumed his fighting stance.
They sparred as the sun crept toward the horizon’s edge, leaving the two of them covered
in dirt and sweat and their armor so dusty it seemed to change color. Felix winced as he raised
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his shield again, and Jasper stood hunched over, one eye lazily covered by its drooping lid.
Between labored breaths, they coughed the grey-brown sediment of the training ground.
“C’mon, Jasper…use your…power…” Felix heaved.
Jasper exhaled sharply. The blade on his left elbow shook as the outer edge slowly hinged
toward the window in his forearm’s harness. Felix’s eyes widened at the sight, but he was given
less than a second to react before Jasper rushed forward. “Keep up, Felix!” Jasper stopped at
Felix’s side and his backward blade swung in the direction of his elbow, where it would have
been stopped short by Felix’s shoulder blade if he hadn’t covered it with his steel pauldron.
Felix’s gasp almost formed the beginning of a word when Jasper swung his body around,
maneuvering his other elbow’s blade to slice into his other pauldron. While Felix turned his
shield in time to cover where the blade would strike, Jasper’s quickness had caught him offguard. His shield was held at an angle that allowed the blade to slice a small cut right under the
armor of his shoulder blade. At the draw of blood, Jasper took a step back and Felix turned to
him, holding his shield out in preparatory defense.
“That…was really good, Jasper.”
Between heavy breaths, Jasper swallowed his spit. “Do you want to keep going?”
Felix bit his lip and turned out his shield, adding pressure to his wound with the motion.
He gestured for Jasper to strike again. “We still haven’t seen what you can really do, right?”
Jasper grinned and allowed his backward blades to return to their original positions. A
stinging below his lower lip drew his tongue to the affected area and when the grime curled onto
his tastebuds he realized that he had been bleeding. In his impulsivity, he had bitten a cut into the
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edge of his lip, an anxious tendency that he had made less of a habit since his earlier years. He
spit the sour blood into the dirt beside him.
As he moved his hand to wipe his face, Felix bounded forward. Where he swung, Jasper
parried. This was replicated in its opposite until one of them missed a block or was caught in
surprise. When blood was drawn, it ran red until it picked up enough dirt to turn brown. Sweat
slicked and loosened his hold on the weapon’s grips and Jasper noticed his wrists were heavier
now than they were at the beginning of their spar. When he paused to reset, Jasper noticed Felix
take full advantage of the break to breathe, assess his wounds, and squint to check on Jasper’s in
the distance.
When they resumed their battle, Jasper was too busy to feel the pulse of his now many
pains and didn’t hesitate to crash his forehead into Felix’s—both of whom having overlooked the
thought of wearing a helmet. The impact forced Felix to take a staggered step backward until he
found himself kneeling down on one of his scuffed knees. When he rose his shield to block the
next attack, Jasper used the point of his lance to stab into the shield, shift it from its enarmes, and
toss it off to the side.
Jasper put out his palm. There was a circle of skin exposed by the design of his gloves,
and he pointed it toward the skin just above the collar of Felix’s breastplate. His fingers flexed
and the muscle in his neck strained, and while he should have heard the surrounding soft winds
and their heavy breathing, his mind was consumed in the sound of his molars’ dull grate. He
clenched his teeth together tightly and he swore he could taste the blood from the gums in
between them. Around the edges of his vision bled a dark red haze and he could feel the sinews
in the skin of his palm begin to scratch and tear themselves apart. He smelled a rotten, foul smell
like the stench that sickened the room of a coal boiler and yet, in Felix’s eyes, Jasper saw a
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strange brand of admiration; the look of a child who intends to see power and yet panics over its
existence—and Jasper stopped. He curled his hand into a fist, turned his wrist around, and held
his hand out.. Pointing his lance off to Felix’s side, he gestured for his brother to take his hand
and stand up. His palm was still buzzing with potential energy.
“J-Jasper?”
“C’mon. Get up.”
“But you were about to use it.”
“I know.”
“But—”
“Take my hand, Felix.”
“But why didn’t you do it?”
Jasper lifted Felix to his feet and took his hand back. He scratched his cheek, collecting
dirt and dust underneath his fingernail. “I just didn’t feel like it.”
“But we need you to train with it.”
“I know.”
“Then—”
“I’ll do it on my own time, Felix.” Jasper tugged on one of the metal bracelets. “Just help
me out of this damned bear suit.”
******
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New Dyland always felt quieter than the poorer towns of Deven. Even if there were more
voices bouncing off the smoothened stone townhouse walls, it always felt empty. Meanwhile, the
lower districts were filled with sidewalk cudgel and ball games and the gravel voices of older
men for whom drink and smoke had carved deep tones into their wide throats. But in New
Dyland, the chatter was direct and reserved for only the people in front of them. Civilians did not
wander but transported themselves from home to business, business to business, and business to
home. The sun timed them to complete their daily routines, and while people enjoyed
spontaneity, they often condemned it the morning after its reign.
Jasper put his spoon to his tongue and let the frozen syrup melt over his tastebuds. It
tasted of reddish-purple, of jams and fruits that don’t truly exist in a single natural form, and it
brought with it a cool chill to his blushing cheeks. The ice helped him drop his shoulders. His
bath and casual garb had done little in comparison to lift his mood. Felix did not seem content
when he left the training grounds, and the bug in his brain that told him to get back to work and
exercise his power was biting into the bones in his temples. No amount of head shaking seemed
to free Jasper from its verminous wrath but instead made the headache worse. He rolled his
fingertips into his palm and felt a sting, like the skin had been rubbed raw and salted. Jasper bit
against the spoon as he ate.
He had settled himself on a stone bench at the edge of New Dyland’s central square. The
square broke the town into a grid of buildings and sidewalks and was much more organized than
the slums, which, without oversight, were comprised of windy streets that seemed to trail
endlessly until they reached the town’s borders. But Jasper found its cleanliness a discomfort. He
believed that a walk required disorder to be fulfilling. “If you don’t get lost, you haven’t
roamed,” he would tell Felix, back when they were just growing into the heights they towered at
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now. And Felix ate his words gratefully, always looking to Jasper with interest, his candor and
way of speaking having been so different to his other siblings. Jasper let out a sharp laugh
through an exhale and shook his head. Even Parron and Amera would look to spend time with
him—once they had warmed to his presence—and the way they would scan the areas he
introduced them to, the circles of people whose origins and mannerisms ranged and varied, it had
seemed to him like they were sketching notes in their heads. It was as though they had to be
taught what the Dylandion Empire actually was outside of its wealthier sectors.
New Dyland, especially, was what they were more used to. The roads and buildings had
breathing room, allowing the structures to have distinction from one another. There were spaces
between their walls and the people could take several steps before having crossed from one side
of the street to the other. Decorations brightened the multi-colored stone edifices and wood was
used as ornamentation rather than a building block. This was done to make buildings seem more
traditional and rustic, but still, the wood was treated and sanded and made to be much more
expensive than what was used in the slums. It all seemed frivolous at first, but with time, even
the pretentious things became pleasant. Even his frozen dessert, an indulgence that Jasper
frequented, was absurd. It was eaten by the civilians here despite their full stomachs when in
Burner, treats like these were made to make you feel full. There, they had a thousand methods to
make you feel like you’re eating something with substance when you’re really eating close to
nothing at all. And it all could be irritating, but Jasper grinned. In the distance, he watched the
stout little woman who operated the mobilized dessert cart color a cup of ice with sweet lemon
syrup. She bent her knees and delicately handed the cup to a rosy-cheeked young girl, and the
two of them smiled. Tainting the innocence of a moment, of a business or a town, was just an act
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of pessimism and not one that Jasper welcomed. And so, he consumed the sight of New Dyland
comfortably, refusing to sour what he believed was meant to be sweet.
“You should know better than to let your spoon hang from your mouth like that,” a voice
scolded.
Jasper, who had been lazily holding his spoon in his teeth, turned his head. A woman was
sitting beside him on the bench, wearing a bright, long dress and a wide-brimmed hat that
effectively shadowed her eyes. Her hip was just an inch away from his and Jasper began to
concern himself with how he hadn’t noticed her presence earlier. He took the spoon from his
mouth and stood it in his crushed ice.
“I apologize, ma’am. I’d forgotten I could be seen for a moment.”
“You should always do yourself the honor of appearing as your best self, little one. I
should not have to keep teaching you these lessons, you being the age you are.”
“I apologize again, ma’am, but you might have me mistaken with someone else. I don’t
think I’ve ever met you.”
“Dear Jasper,” the woman chuckled into her hand and shook her head, “is my civilian
dress keeping me so well hidden? Or are you just as unobservant as you used to be?” She
removed her hat and Jasper flinched.
“Mother! My Gods! I must really be out of my mind today.” Jasper laughed at himself
and the Matriarch joined him. “I’m sorry, Thana. I thought I had memorized your disguises by
now.”
“Ah, well, yes, this outfit is new. I feel it does well to hide me.”
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“Well, not without the hat it seems.” Jasper pointed across the street, where the dessert
woman and her tiny customer were looking at her with hanging jaws. When Thana took notice of
them, they both bowed so quickly that the little girl gave the street her spoon. Observing this,
Thana put a hand up, giving them permission to rise, and nodded her head to the spoon. With
sharp, frantic movements, the saleswoman took the spoon from the street, put the dirtied utensil
in her wash-bin, and provided the child a new one. When the lady gestured to the Matriarch to
offer her a cup, Thana shook her head. Appearing relieved, the lady nodded and quickly walked
her cart to a different street.
“And this is why I consider my civilian clothes to be worth their weight in ivory.” She
gave Jasper a once over. “I suppose the people must be used to the sight of you by now. You
haven’t worn your civilian garb since the week after the inaugural attack on Shronen.”
Jasper put his cup and spoon down next to his feet and turned his head away. “I don’t
think I wanted to be recognized. Especially for that.” Down the side of the central square a pair
of youths walked while playfully jabbing each other with training swords, the tips blunted by
rubber stops. “That was years ago, though.”
“Five years, if I remember. You were still a child. Fifteen years old.”
“But in the army anyway.”
“Aaron believed it was best that…he wanted you to be prepared.”
“Do you honestly believe that?” Jasper turned back to her, but Thana pointed herself
straight, tilting her hat just enough so her eyes were completely blocked from view. “You don’t
think it was for me to earn my place? To make up for what I did?”
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“We treated you like you were one of ours.”
“Then why did you wait until the rest of them were eighteen? Why is Felix still training
and watching from the sidelines until he’s a year older? Why—” He stopped himself. Thana
looked like she had shrunk. There were gray stains on her dress from the stone bench and her hat
had seemed to tilt itself lower, hiding her from not only the civilians, but from Jasper too. He put
his head in his hand. “I just don’t…I don’t know how to feel right now. I’m sorry.”
They sat in silence. As Jasper hunched over his knees, Thana straightened her back. “Are
you mad at Aaron?” she asked.
He paused before answering. “No. I don’t think I am. I was at some point, and it was for
a while, but I don’t that’s the case anymore. I have some emotions that I can’t recognize and
they’re all pointing in contradictory directions.” Jasper turned to her, but she was still hidden.
Her thin fingers were fidgeting with each other, pressing against the joints as though to smoothen
their bends.
“Are you mad at me?”
Jasper picked his head up at the question. “No, Thana. Of course not.”
“I wouldn’t blame you, Jasper.” When she turned her head, she raised her hat to look at
her son. The whites of her eyes had a faint, red hue, and her cheeks, even beneath all her
powders, seemed pink too. “I was against your adoption, and then when you came here, I
encouraged him. I sewed your training leathers. I separated you from the other children. I
insisted you sleep in the cellar until he said you were safe. And then I agreed to send you to
war.”
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“I don’t blame you for any of that.”
“Look, Jasper.” With her chin, Thana gestured for him to turn his eyes toward the street
across from the bench. “Do you see them?”
“Yes, I do.” A soldier, not one recognizable to Jasper, embraced a woman who appeared
to be his mother, keeping one hand on the strap of his equipment bag to steady it on his shoulder.
His face seemed almost green, and while Jasper could try to fool himself and say it was painted
by a reflection of some sort, he knew better than to lessen the tribulations of their infantry. The
soldier was terrified. His worry had sickened him. And an older man, who Jasper assumed was
the soldier’s father, watched his son with his arms crossed. He nodded to him as though the
gesture could say as much as words do, and the soldier let his mother go and nodded back.
“He doesn’t want to go,” Thana said. “But he has to. In this hierarchy, the strong are the
wealthy. If he quits, if he goes into a different trade or refuses to use his strength for war, he
can’t afford to live in New Dyland. He, and his parents, lose that house. He has to move to the
poorer districts, or he has to leave Deven altogether. But how is that any better? Anywhere,
anywhere, can be Dyland’s next target. And we are not easily made the victims of our
imperialism. And if he moves to one of Dyland’s other kingdoms, he is still threatened, because
any of their citizens can become fodder if we don’t have enough fighters. Both in our army or as
our targets in the exhibitions. But then he doesn’t get the reward of it. No, the involuntary are not
rewarded for their draft. So, then he fights for a dirty, dilapidated shack. And his parents—old
and aging still—lose their medicines and the technologies of comfort that takeover has afforded
us. His parents will die poor, and his children will grow up poor, unless he can rise in another
kingdom’s ranks, where wealth is a byproduct of intelligence and varied skill. But with what
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education? Devenians are bred for power, not for knowledge.” The wind blew cold and tossed
her hair back. “That man, that boy, would lose everything.”
“Why are you saying all this, Thana?”
“Because I think I realize now how cruel we really are.”
“Mother—”
“Your hand, show me it.” Jasper paused. He slowly held his hand out to her, and she took
it in hers tenderly, turning it over so she could see his palm. Gently, she pressed the center of it
with her finger, and his fingers jerked in response. “It still hurts, doesn’t it?”
“Did Felix tell you?”
Thana shook her head and carefully folded his fingers over his palm. She held his fist
delicately in her two hands. “I was told you were asked to train today. The rest I assumed. You
never were willing to use it against someone else. Especially when you were made conscious it
was happening.”
“What’s your point?”
“It shouldn’t be like this. Whenever you use your talent, it hurts you, in more ways than I
even know. So, why are you forced to use it?”
“For Deven, Mother.”
She shook her head. “No, it is for violence. For taking away lives just like that soldier
over there. Lives that aren’t necessarily lived to die. We hurt you so you can hurt other people.
And we do that to everyone here.”
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“Mother, this is how Deven has worked since its beginning. Why are you made so
miserable by this now?”
Her hands tightened over Jasper’s and then let go. “I think…I think since Aaron
died…I’ve been thinking about this all differently. Maybe I don’t believe in it anymore.”
“Your thoughts are against Deven?”
“No, not necessarily against Deven.” Across the street the soldier’s mother held herself
against her husband, while the father stared down the street where his son had been. Thana
folded her hands on her lap. “I think I’ve just lost the faith I had for its order. And I think…I
think…” She paused and set her shoulders back. “I think that if you’re unhappy, or if you’re
scared, or if you believe that it’s the right thing to do, then I think you should leave.”
“Leave? Thana, I can’t—”
“Following an impure leader leads to impure actions, and impure actions lead to an
impure heart.” She looked him in his eyes. “And I believe that despite all you’ve done and all
we’ve done to you, you are still pure. And I don’t want to have any part in your ruination. I just
want you to be at peace and proud of what you do.”
“Thana…Mother--”
“Please. Do what’s best for you. Do it for me.”
Jasper stared at her unblinking. He looked around them and when he found that no one
was paying them any attention, he turned back to her. He fixed his mind; he centered himself and
moved through all the bafflement, all the strange sadness and soreness in his heart he couldn’t
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understand. He stretched out his arms and in an instant, his mother was shot toward his chest,
and he wrapped his arms around her tightly.
Thana let out a sharp gasp—she had never been the target of his ability before—but in
her son’s shaky arms, she softened. She embraced him, and Jasper pressed his forehead into her
shoulder. He refused to acknowledge the pain or the nauseating stench or the bleeding above his
sternum that was pressed so tightly against hers, even though he knew she must have felt it too.
He had to ignore it all or it would all be too much. Even though pulling his mother into a hug
was a more subtle use of his power, dark thoughts tried to remind him of his muscles tearing, of
his bones cracking, of the war tomorrow, of the blood tomorrow, of this pain being replicated
time and time again. He held Thana tighter, and he fought it, but his eyes dampened her dress in
small imperfect circles and while he bit his tongue and squeezed his eyes shut, he still couldn’t
stop it. His mother patted his back gently, crying too.

And her words resounded in his head throughout the night and through the morning.
They echoed in his skull at breakfast. They consumed his thoughts as people tried to talk to him
and Parron tried to get him to focus. They bore into his temples like that little bug while Felix
helped him with his armor, and they grew louder as he equipped himself with his weapon and set
Rasha on his shoulder, and they screamed in his ears when he straightened his back and looked
down from that hill, as soldiers and Shronenites fought and died and people screamed and
cheered from the sidelines. He closed his eyes and shut them out, shut it all out, when he took his
first step forward and raised his fists.
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Well, now. I cannot say I am unhappy with what has transpired.
Regardless, I do not believe that woman will be very helpful for what I have in mind.
It would be better if she existed as a strange, abstract memory.

Do not worry, dear reader. You won’t miss her.

Thana Pollard.
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|V|
The antelope pawed at the sand while Adelpha crouched beside him, digging out a small
dark rock from its golden burial. “Ah! Look at that!” She turned the pebble around to see its
shape in the light of the rising sun. “It’s beautiful.”
“Let me see,” Eudoxia said, storing her canteen in her mount’s saddlebag. Adelpha tossed
it to her gently and Eudoxia examined her catch. “Oh, it’s very pretty. Almost completely black
beside those little silver specks.” She tossed it back to Adelpha. “I don’t think I’ve seen one of
these before.”
“Do you think it fell off the cart of some drifter? Maybe from grasslands? Or maybe from
one of those kingdoms made of stone?”
Eudoxia chuckled. “The way you talk about foreign places…it reminds me of my
younger self.”
Adelpha smiled at her and pocketed her small treasure. “I might be a bit too excited.” She
pulled herself onto her antelope’s saddle and scratched the steed’s dirty collar. Adelpha knew he
must be confused about their sudden departure and her guilt for him fused with the guilt that she
had for her family, who would need to find a replacement for their animal courier. She treated
him often with bits of carrot and cabbage with the hope that he could forgive her and, while
clearly not possible, she secretly hoped that he could act as her family’s proxy and forgive her
for everything else as well. The addax ate gratefully from her hand and she watched him
distractedly, lost in thoughts of shame.
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Noticing her expression, Eudoxia decided to shift Adelpha’s attention. “C’mon, Addie.
We really shouldn’t stop until we get to Kornif.” She lifted her reigns and directed her own
antelope due west.
Adelpha followed her lead. “And you’re sure I won’t be caught at their border?”
“They’re much laxer about their populace there. As long as you can work their fields or
make use of yourself in their industries, you’ll be a benefit to their working class. They may
punish you if you’re caught while entering, but it won’t be nearly as destructive as Rünaveir’s
punishments. And I don’t plan for you to get caught.” Eudoxia began to head forward and she
gestured for Adelpha to follow.
But Adelpha’s attention was caught by the dunes beside them. The sun was not far in its
morning journey and she shaded her eyes with the edge of her hand as she gazed. In the distance,
atop a sandy hill, she saw a figure, one covered in tinted darkness, standing steadily on shifting
grounds. The black that shrouded his image seemed almost blue in the glare of the sun, and as
her eyes focused, she could almost discern a face.
“Doxi, is that a person up there?”
“Addie, hurry up! We need to cover more ground before midday!”
Adelpha turned to her and frowned. It hadn’t felt like breath had left her throat when she
spoke. She shook her head and recentered herself, taking another glance at what she thought she
had seen, only to find empty air. Adelpha sighed and heeled her addax, following her friend
further through the desert.
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As noon turned to evening and the heavens darkened, a chill ran through the desert.
Shivering, Adelpha leaned forward to conserve her body heat. Eudoxia assured her that the hard
part was over, that Kornif wasn’t too far now, but Adelpha could not help but despair. When she
looked at the night sky, she noticed that no matter how far they walked, the stars remained
incredibly far away. Her antelope was tired. He exhaled with guttural scrapes and his front leg
would bend a little too far each time he stepped forward, nearly tossing Adelpha off his back.
Adelpha waved to Eudoxia that he needed to rest and that they might as well join him, and under
the moon and its encroaching clouds they allowed themselves a couple of hours to sleep. When
they awoke in the morning, they dined on strips of smoked meats and dried fruits that Eudoxia
had preserved in her saddlebag. With food still in their mouths, they spared no time in continuing
their journey, even though the overcast maintained the cold of the night before.
Under the dim shadow of their cloudy sky, Kornif existed in a small circle of grey
obscurity. Training her eyes forward, all Adelpha could make out were small inelaborate
rectangular buildings and one distinct structure that towered above them, far in the distance.
Eudoxia had told her that between the fence and the first town was field land, but Adelpha
couldn’t believe that. The edge of the desert was not far behind them and the land beneath them
seemed too parched to grow anything besides dry shrubbery.
“The kingdom is just ahead now. They don’t guard this side of the fields well so we can
go straight to the gate, but then we need to be careful and trace the edge to the house we’ll rest
in. The woman living there understands the situation and said that she can keep you hidden for a
few days while I find you some papers. Alright?” Adelpha nodded but her eyes blinked blankly.
Eudoxia chuckled. “Just follow me,” she said, and directed Adelpha forward.
“Are you sure this woman is safe?”
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“I guarantee it. She’s an older woman and her children are travelers too. She took me in
when I first got to Kornif. I think she likes the company.”
“And the papers…?”
“I know a man in town who works with their immigration system. He sells his forms for a
low price if he knows the circumstances are tragic enough. Listen, Kornif is a nice and forgiving
place. Their economy relies on the size of its populace and their enthusiasm for imports from
traveling merchants has nearly made them a haven for refugees.” She turned to her. “I swear to
you, Addie, this is the safest place for you to be right now.”
“Okay.” Adelpha stroked the scruff on the back of her antelope’s neck, hiding the tremor
in her fingers. “I trust you, Doxi. I’ll follow you wherever you go.”
Eudoxia smiled and shook her head. “I still can’t believe you actually went through with
this. Don’t take this wrongly, I’m glad that you listened. But during the entire trip to Rünaveir, I
had a stone at the bottom of my stomach. I was sure you would be unconvinced.”
“Well, you have to understand the situation I was in.”
“Yes, I understand that for someone who has never done this it seems impossible. I
just…” Eudoxia shrugged. “It’s just out of character.”
“I guess so.”
Eudoxia slowed her mount so she could lay a hand on Adelpha’s shoulder. “I don’t mean
to make fun. I just never expected this to go so well. I’m glad you listened to me. I didn’t want to
make this journey back alone, especially knowing what might be happening to you there. I don’t
think I’d be able to return to Rünaveir. I wouldn’t want to find out that the worst happened.”
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“Or you’d find out that I survived.” Adelpha thought about Dimosthenis and she couldn’t
help but keep the better option in mind. She knew she was the only one who believed in it.
Eudoxia took her hand back and turned her face forward. “I don’t think surviving is the
prize you think it is.”
“What do you mean?”
“It’s just…they used to regale us with stories about the soldiers with extraordinary
strengths. They’d tell us all about the people whose abilities exalted them, making them able to
move their families out of the Dunes. But have you ever known anyone who came back?”
“Well, no, not personally—”
“I don’t think they’re able to.”
“What? You think they’re not allowed?” Adelpha stared at the back of Eudoxia’s head
with a raised brow.
Eudoxia sighed and tilted her head back. “I’ve been able to look around places and
overhear things that Dunies usually aren’t allowed to see or hear—it’s one of the perks of staying
hidden—and I think I’ve learned things that they don’t want us to know about.” She turned to
Adelpha. “Things are prettier above the lowest bailey; I won’t deny that. But it’s not perfect.”
“Well, nothing is perfect, Doxi.”
“Please, Addie, just listen to me. Okay?”
Adelpha nodded and pressed her lips into a line.
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“Okay.” Eudoxia continued, “Well, there are two levels of the higher bailey, and while
they both look wealthy, only the lower one talks about the plague like we do. The other one talks
about it like they’re excited for their kids to turn of age. The way they fantasize about their
children getting the injection…it’s almost sick.
“And then I saw the training grounds. It’s nothing special, I’ve seen more embellished
ones in other kingdoms, but the soldiers…they’re not…they’re not normal. I wasn’t able to see
much, but I saw some people—some of them almost recognizable—who are not as human as we
are.”
“‘Not as human’?”
“No. These altered figures, the ones who have been injected, I assume, are called the
Beholden, and their distortions seem to be called Designs. Some are just interesting. Some have
wide and broad forearms that almost look like small shields, and some have specific muscles that
are incredibly enhanced and make the rest of their bodies look anemic. They look strange, but
they don’t seem bothered. I saw one man block a sword with his designed forearm and the blade
only made it a centimeter into his skin before it came to a stop.”
“That’s incredible.”
Trouble took over Eudoxia’s expression, as though just remembering what she saw took
tremendous energy. “But some of them look…not deformed but altered. It’s as though their
bodies were hacked to optimize their Designs. There were people with strong heels—or
something like that—whose toes looked as though they were chopped off and replaced with
metal talons. And I saw a woman carrying a bow on her back and, while her forefingers were
fine, the flesh on her other fingers had large cuts that ran down to the bone. I assume she can
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position herself further back than normal archers, but while her forefingers are designed, her
other fingers are being cut by the bowstring. She didn’t even bandage them. She just followed
her officer back to her training area.”
Adelpha was silent, and when Eudoxia paused, she noticed that Adelpha had been staring
down at the reigns in her hands, her face paler than usual. Eudoxia shook her head. “I’m not
saying this all to scare you. I just wonder why there’s so much being kept hidden from us. There
weren’t enough people there to account for all of those we lost, even if the plague has an
incredibly high death rate, and we haven’t battled with another nation in eight years. So, why are
there so few? And why haven’t we ever heard back from Dunie kids who survived? And there
were some things I saw that just…didn’t make sense to me.”
“More?”
Eudoxia looked off into the distance. “I saw a man—you’re going to think that I’m
insane, and I don’t blame you, but please trust me for a moment. He had no designs in his limbs
that I could see. And I thought he was just a volunteer soldier, standing on the sidelines watching
the Beholden ones, but then I saw something. He was looking at this clay pot, far away enough
to be out of his reach, and it spontaneously burst into shards. And he smiled at it, like he did it
with his mind.”
“Y…You think he has telekinesis?”
“Maybe!” Eudoxia tossed her hands in the air and shrugged. “I wouldn’t believe it if I
didn’t see it, but there was nobody else around that pot, and he looked like he meant to do it. He
looked at it, flared his nostrils, and then, boom.” She mimicked the explosion with her hands and
laughed incredulously. Adelpha joined her.
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“That certainly would be amazing,” Adelpha said.
“It really was.”
As they traveled further, the image of Kornif had grown larger. To her surprise, Adelpha
could now see the stretch of agricultural land that separated the buildings from the bordering
stone fence. Within the slight haze of the hot air, the kingdom looked as though it were placed
behind a near-invisible barrier.
“If I get caught,” Adelpha mused, “I think I’d want strong eyes. Something that would
keep me out of the physical battle.”
“‘If I get caught’? What do you mean?”
“Well, you understand that there is the possibility—”
“No, Addie, I don’t.” Eudoxia pointed toward Kornif. “The kingdom is right there. We’re
safe now. You’re safe. You don’t need to think like that anymore.”
“I know that…it’s just…”
“Just what, Addie?”
Adelpha paused. “Just nothing,” she said, but her misgivings spoiled her thoughts.
Anytime she considered her future in Kornif, or her future with Eudoxia, she could never picture
it clearly. It was almost as if Kornif didn’t exist. But Eudoxia looked so optimistic, and she had
risked so much to get her out of Rünaveir, that she felt as though she couldn’t share her
reservations with her friend.
“I just don’t believe I’ll make it across the border,” she thought.
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As they neared the fence and slowed their mounts, Adelpha noticed that her fingers had
stopped fidgeting, and her breaths were coming easier. The worry of everything, the feeling that
she would be found at any moment and be pulled back to Rünaveir, felt like it was starting to
wash away. When she turned to her friend, Adelpha saw Eudoxia smiling at her knowingly.
Adelpha kept her addax in line with Eudoxia’s, making sure to walk in her shadow as
they approached Kornif. There weren’t any guards, and Eudoxia explained that they must be on
break or busying themselves with another errand. Adelpha scoffed at Kornif’s lack of security,
but she knew that this was the best-case scenario for her. Eudoxia assured her of this as well and
gave her a thumbs-up, and Adelpha smiled back, beginning to feel some of Eudoxia’s
excitement.
She had hardly noticed that the world had gotten darker. The weight of a hand pressed
down onto her shoulder, and while she wanted to turn and face its keeper, her head refused to
move. The wind shifted in grey waves across the land and while Adelpha’s dress fluttered in the
breeze, Eudoxia seemed untouched and unaffected.
“Doxi, something is wrong,” she cried.
But she couldn’t speak. And when she tried to move her foot and dismount her antelope,
she found her foot was still. This paralysis crawled from her heels to her hips, her torso, her
hands, and her mouth. She thought about biting her tongue, but the trigger that the mind pulled to
enact action seemed broken, making tiny clicks that signaled that the cylinder was empty. When
Eudoxia turned to her and cocked her head and asked her “What’s wrong,” her voice was dim
and distant. When Adelpha thought uselessly of what she wanted to say, the world closed itself,
and turned into darkness.
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******
Adelpha peeled her eyes open at the border, finding herself leaning forward with her
arms wrapped around her antelope’s neck. His steps were shaky and slow, like he was walking
through a thick marsh that grabbed onto his hooves whenever he set them down. He was
shivering.
Adelpha sat up straight. She wasn’t in front of Kornif anymore and when she turned to
look for her friend, she realized that Eudoxia was missing. She was back in the desert, back in
the Dunes, and her antelope had just passed the border gates when a guard stepped in front of
them. He grabbed the harness on the mount’s muzzle, stopping the addax in his tracks. Adelpha
quickly forced herself to blink away the blurry glaze of her slumber and found two more guards
watching her from either side. Her heart struck her ribs with a thunderous beat when she
recognized their leather armor and the Rünaveiran emblems branded onto their bicep guards.
When she turned around to see how they had made it through the iron gate, she noticed that two
soldiers, stationed atop the fifteen-foot border wall, were bracing themselves, their hands at their
waistbands, hovering over the hilts of their swords.
“State your name and your purpose,” the guard in front of her asked sternly.
Adelpha turned back to him, and although she released air from her lungs, she could not
find her voice in her throat. Her eyes were manic in their wandering. Citizens in simple dresses
were holding onto each other’s arms as they walked by and observed her. Along the main road’s
perimeters were merchants and tented produce and trinket stands, and shop owners and
customers were leaning their heads out to watch. Adelpha stared back. They didn’t look as
friendly as they did anxious, but her heart warmed in seeing faces so familiar to her.
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“I will repeat once more.” The guard tightened his grip on the antelope’s harness, causing
the animal to jerk its head back. The guard gritted his teeth at the struggle and took a step closer
to Adelpha, subduing the addax’s movement. “State your name and your purpose or you will be
met with force and arrestation.”
“I’m sorry.” Her voice was small and cracked. “I don’t understand what’s happening.”
The guard raised his brow before resuming his stern expression. “You are attempting to
enter Rünaveir, the Kingdom of Sand, without showing us a merchant or trader’s ticket. Surely
you are not so ignorant as to think that we would just allow you to enter without permission?”
His question was made with anger, and Adelpha understood that he would only accept one
answer.
“No, sir. I apologize for my error. I fell asleep and my mount must have guided himself
here in search of water and food. I do not intend to enter or infiltrate your kingdom.” Adelpha
pulled the reigns toward her chest, tugging gently at the harness in the guard’s hands. “Please, if
you would, let me go. I will not return. You have my word.”
“Not so fast, girl.” The guard pulled against the harness further and Adelpha noticed her
addax becoming increasingly bothered. “I want a name and a purpose. What is your wandering
for? And why are you roaming our deserts?”
As her pulse quickened, Adelpha turned away from the guard to calm down. But she
failed to find peace when she noticed two civilians talking amongst themselves, pointing to a
piece of parchment that was nailed to the side of a short building. There was a picture scrawled
in the middle, and even though she was over twenty feet away, Adelpha knew that it was of her.
The letters that captioned her likeness were large and boldened, and worry spread through her
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mind as she wondered what trouble she had caused for her family. But as she began to lose her
focus on the trouble in front of her, one of the guards began to turn to the talking civilians, taking
interest in their conversation.
She hurried to retake their attention. “I’m—”
“Addie?”
Lysis stood there, under the awning of a corner store, with a wide straw basket sitting at
her feet and her hand tugging on the side of their mother’s dress. The guard turned to her, and
instinctively Demetria’s arm shot out to push her youngest daughter behind her. Her eyes jumped
from the guard to Adelpha and back, unsure of where to focus first.
“What did you daughter say, ma’am?”
“I’m sorry. She did not mean to say anything.”
“Ma’am, do you know this woman?”
“Kritikos, stop.” Another soldier ran to the accusing guard’s side and grabbed his
attention, shoving a piece of parchment underneath his nose. “This may be the girl who fled.”
The guard named Kritikos scanned the paper, then turned from Demetria to Adelpha. “Is
your name Adelpha?” he asked.
She paused.
“Addie…” Lysis said again, and even though it was only just audible, their mother still
pushed her behind her back with an unfortunate gasp. Adelpha turned to her mother and noticed
the darkness under her eyes. Demetria covered her mouth with her hand and shook her head and
Adelpha could not help but stare at her, not knowing what to think or feel. She almost managed
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to mouth the word “mama,” when Kritikos elbowed the soldier beside him, who then took her
forearm and yanked her off her saddle. Adelpha leaned forward as he tied her wrists behind her
back with a coarse line of rope, and though her eyes were focused on the sandstone pathway
between her feet, she recognized her mother’s muffled cries.
“Direct the girl. I will lead her lousy steed,” Kritikos spit, roughly pulling the antelope
forward by the fabric on its muzzle. With a push, they made her walk through the main street,
forcing the antelope to walk in line behind her, while her neighbors and her mother watched
fixedly. Meanwhile, little Lysis stood, frozen in place, holding onto her mother’s dress in a tight
fist, softly crying out her sister’s name one more time.
******
Her only source of light was the window. It was small, thin, and fenced, and it hung from
the corner edge of the dark stone ceiling. The light of the morning sun pushed itself forward,
between the metal bars and into the room. In the wash of its yellow glow, Adelpha could see how
much dirt had bemired her skin since they had forced her into this cell.
There was a shaky wooden table pushed against the longest wall and a dented bucket in
the opposite corner, placed near the door for easy disposal. If she had lay down on the table she
knew it would wobble and that it would allow her no rest. If she had lay down on the floor she
knew it would be cold and scratch her and that it would allow her no peace. So, she pressed
herself against the wall and sat with her knees drawn to her chest, her hair oily and ragged and
taken out of its usual bun. It wouldn’t bother her so much if they had allowed her to keep the tie
and keep her hair up and out of the way, but they believed it caused too much of a risk. That’s
why they took her shoes and her necklace, a family heirloom that had a tiny emblem of Rünaveir
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at the center of its lacing, and her dress, which, even though its stitching was worn, they still
considered necessary to remove. They said it was a precautionary measure for her safety, but the
reason didn’t matter to her. Adelpha hugged her knees, cold and bare, trying to believe that the
light would make it warmer even though she knew it wouldn’t. Not in a way that mattered.
A soldier, armored and armed, would knock on the door in loud thuds to warn her to
scuttle away before he opened it. He set her meal down on the floor with a glass of blackspecked water, and if he had a bad attitude or if he had to dispose of her waste bucket, he might
kick the tray forward and knock the cup over. She didn’t want to eat often, but whenever she
picked at her food, she noticed that it would just make her sicker, ensuring that the next visit
would be met with a sour face if she threw up her food into the bucket. When the water was
spilled, she would sometimes press her fingertips onto the damp and suck the water off of them,
rather than from the floor directly. Part of her thought that she could maintain her dignity this
way. The other part of her thought that she had already lost it.
They had injected her with a sedative before they injected her with the plague. She hadn’t
resisted them, but they had braced her like she would, with a soldier winding their arms around
each of her limbs in case she tried to run. The sedative was done on a bench in a hallway
somewhere, she could remember that, and the other one was done in the quiet of her cell. There
were some images. A medicine man wearing a dark mask, holding her shoulder firmly and
pressing too hard on her collarbone with the heel of his hand. A soldier, standing beside the door,
scowling. A wad of her clothes and items at his feet. And there was a boy. A blonde, scrawnylooking kid, who she would have assumed was barely sixteen if he weren’t here. He was being
pulled past her door so hard she couldn’t remember him with his feet on the ground, and his face
was bright red. She remembered the needle. The liquid inside it was black. She remembered
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someone call it “The Ink,” and she remembered a bitter taste on the back of her tongue when it
slinked into her bloodstream.
After her injection, the medicine man would check her twice a day. He would check her
breathing, her complexion, and do a full body observation. He had a piece of parchment that he
would write on, and even though she could at times sneak a glance at what he had been writing
down, she had no way of understanding what it meant. There was a sketch of her body, but there
was never anything drawn on it. The medicine man’s expression hardly ever changed from its
natural disinterested state, and she grew anxious of the day she would see her reflection and find
out what had happened to her. In her solitary times, she would draw small things in the dust on
her arms or try to sleep to make the hours go by, but both activities began to seem onerous when
the headaches began.
It started with a heat in her temples. Sometimes she would feel feverish, and when it
would cool down she would wonder why she hadn’t enjoyed those moments when the cold
wasn’t an issue. When the medicine man came for his next appointment, she pointed to her
temples—as she had lost her voice during her second day in the cell—and he felt them but he
didn’t say anything about it. Then the heat spread to her forehead, and soon her cheeks, and she
would have the impulse to scratch them but when the doctor caught her doing so, he slapped her
hand away and hit it with the wooden board on which he rested his parchment.
She noticed that she was sweating too much when the dust on her skin began to clump
together. And while it was all uncomfortable, she found that the worse it got the easier it was for
her to sleep. She started to sleep through the night and late into the morning. She started to sleep
through the day with breaks when the soldier would knock. And she would cry sometimes but
the few tears she could muster were just as warm as her forehead and provided her no relief.
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She noticed it when the thought popped into her head. “When I die…” it had begun, and
she stopped it there. She hadn’t noticed when she confirmed it, but suddenly she understood her
condition. She was not going to be one of the survivors. Dimosthenis’ warnings were suddenly
real and almost tangible. If she reached out her hand, she swore she could take the thought and
bring herself back to that night, when she poured him that warm cup of milk and told him that
she wasn’t scared. But she was scared now. And there was a chill that ran up her spine when she
realized that she was dying. One that prickled her skin and left it like that. When the medicine
man visited her the next day, he shook his head at her, and while he didn’t say anything before
he left, she knew that he had realized it too. Sometime after he was gone, her vision started to
fade. Her fingers stopped moving by her command—even though they were still flinching—and
when she tapped the stone beneath her, the sound was fainter than it had been before. Her
breathing hollowed, each inhale felt as though it were lacking, like her lungs couldn’t be filled
anymore. And that night, when her eyes wouldn’t open and she couldn’t turn onto her side, there
was one last thought that scared her.
“It’s too soon.”
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I agree.
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There was a sloshing noise in her head.
There was a tearing sound, a stabbing feeling in her skull.
There was a bright light in her eyes and she winced at it.

When Adelpha woke up, it was dawn, and the examiners looked down at her, amazed.
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Listen to me.
There’s a man and he’s watching me. He has no face.
He says no more diversions. He won’t let me leave. He has my voice.
Something is wrong. I don’t exist like this. We don’t exist like this.
The walls are wavering. The lines are glitching.
This isn’t real.
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